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The purpose of this article is to explore the impact of digitalization on social
protection systems, with a focus on how it improves service delivery mechanisms,
efficiency, and accessibility. While the benefits of digital transformation are clear,
the full digitalization of social services presents challenges for developing
countries, and existing industry research insufficiently clarifies the intricate
consequences of this phenomenon. This article seeks to address this gap by
examining the benefits of digitalization, such as enhanced efficiency and
accessibility, while also analyzing challenges, including the risks of digital
exclusion and data privacy violations.

The research employed analytical, synthetic, inductive, and deductive
methods.

The article elucidates the advantages and obstacles of delivering digital
services, specifically emphasizing the unified social service of the Republic of
Armenia. The article's novelty stems from its holistic approach, integrating global
trends in digital transformation with the digitalization necessities of the USS. It
underscores the determinants of successful digitalization, including legal reforms,
enhanced digital literacy, and upgraded infrastructure, which should influence
decision-makers and implementers.

Keywords: Digital Transformation, Social Service Delivery, Social Protection,
Unified Social Service (USS), Public Sector Efficiency, Data-Driven Decision-Making,
Digital Infrastructure, Management Information Systems (MIS), Service Accessibility.

Introduction

In modern days, there has been a remarkable transformation in the arrangements
and functioning of social protection systems due to the use of technology in service
delivery systems. Social protection systems and services have courted various digital
channels by quite a considerable number of countries around the globe in the hope of
increasing efficiency, availability, management, as well as the quality of the services in
order to better cater to the needs of the population. The purpose of this article is to
explore the impact of digitalization on social protection systems, with a focus on how it
improves service delivery mechanisms, efficiency, and accessibility. The article seeks to
contextualize global trends, benefits, and challenges within Armenia’s USS to provide
actionable insights for enhancing its digital transformation. The objectives are to analyze
global trends and best practices in digitalizing social protection systems, evaluate the
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benefits and challenges of integrating digital tools, and examine the current state of
digitalization within the USS. The article aims to make a positive contribution to the
existing literature regarding digital transformation by exploring its positive impacts and
challenges and further localizing the scope of analysis in the Armenian context.

The research employed a combination of analysis, synthesis, induction, and
deduction to provide a comprehensive understanding of the digitalization of social
protection systems and its implications for Armenia’s USS. The method of analysis was
used to break down the digitalization process into distinct stages of the social protection
delivery chain, examining the impacts of digital tools on efficiency and accessibility.
Synthesis integrated these findings to link global trends and challenges with Armenia’s
context. Induction was applied to derive broader insights from observed practices, while
deduction tested theoretical frameworks, such as the Integrated Information System
model, against Armenia’s social protection system. This structured approach ensured a
thorough and relevant exploration, providing actionable recommendations for improving
Armenia’s USS.

Global Overview of Digitalization in Social Protection

The rapid integration of new technologies has substantially altered the landscape
of social protection in recent years. This digital transformation has been a global trend,
affecting low-, middle-, and high-income economies. Digital solutions have been
integrated into a variety of service delivery processes, including the initial phases of
beneficiary identification and enrollment, as well as the ongoing management and
evaluation of social protection programs. The COVID-19 pandemic has further
accelerated this trend, as governments worldwide have promptly instituted socially
distanced mechanisms to maintain the provision of essential services at an
unprecedented scale and speed (Gentilini 2-5; Lowe 18-22). Nevertheless, the rapid pace
of innovation has left little time for a thorough evaluation of the digitalization initiatives that
have already been implemented, and even less opportunity to outline the future course of
these endeavors.

Technology has become integrated into the traditional social protection service
delivery chain in numerous countries, where digitalization is present in every part of the
service delivery process. This phenomenon is observed in the improved handling of data
and the restructuring of corporate operations through the utilization of modern technical
tools and platforms (Socialprotection.org official website, 2021). Digitalization has had a
diverse impact on each phase of the social protection delivery chain, from outreach and
intake to benefit provision and monitoring. Table 1 (World Bank 10-39; International Policy
Centre for Inclusive Growth 7-44; Eurofound (b) 13-30) systematically delineates and
analyzes these phases, as well as their descriptions and the specific effects of
digitalization.

Table 1. Digitalization Across Social Protection Delivery Service Chain

and materials. However, the COVID-19
pandemic has necessitated a shift in
techniques to facilitate the more
prevalent and efficient dissemination of
information.

STAGE PHASE DESCRIPTION DIGITALIZATION EFFECT
This stage is dedicated to the | The process of digitalization has
enhancement of knowledge regarding | revolutionized communication by
social protection-related activities. In | facilitating the utilization of SMS, phone
the past, outreach programs have | calls, messaging applications, emails, and
Outreach generally relied on physical activities | social media platforms. These tools

provide more comprehensive and focused
communication, bolstered by digital
applications such as chatbots and
automated call systems.
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Intake &
Registration

This stage involves data collection.
Traditionally, this process entailed the
manual gathering of data through face-
to-face interviews or surveys like a
census, typically carried out at local
establishments or by  visiting
households directly.

The introduction of digital technologies has
enhanced the efficacy and precision of
data acquisition. Additionally, the selection
of appropriate candidates is facilitated by
modernized electronic databases, which
streamlines the process.

During this stage, the assessment of
the participant requirements and

The advent of digitalization has brought to
the use of sophisticated data analysis

circumstances is carried out to | methods, such as machine learning
ascertain their eligibility and the | algorithms and predictive analytics,
Needs specific  assistance they need. | enabling more precise and efficient
Assessment Commonly, this practice involved | evaluations. These tools have the
utilizing socio-economic evaluations | capability to examine novel forms of data,
such as proxy-means tests or | including credit ratings and mobile phone
questionnaires. usage, in order to more accurately detect
and forecast demands.
This stage involves assessing eligibility | Digitalization has led to the introduction of
for social protection programs and | automated decision-making systems that
formally enrolling persons into these | reduce the need for manual evaluations by
programs. Traditionally, this process | determining eligibility and benefit levels
Enrollment necessitated manual evaluations | using real-time data. The requirement for

conducted by personnel to determine
eligibility and the number of benefits,
which was then followed by in-person
enrollment of recipients.

in-person interactions has decreased as a
result of the streamlining of notification and
onboarding procedures through digital
communication channels.

Provision of

This stage entails the allocation of
goods and services to qualified
individuals. Previously, these services
were provided in person or by hand,
which always involved a significant

The backend administration and the actual
distribution of benefits have been
transformed by digitalization. Advanced
technologies such as blockchain are being
explored, and payments are being made

Benefits and amount of interaction and | through electronic channels such as bank
Services documentation. transfers, mobile money, and digital
wallets. The provision of services has also
undergone a transition to digital platforms,
which have enabled the virtual delivery of
services and the automation of specific.
Currently, the information about the | The advent of digitalization has
participants is continuously checked | significantly improved the management of
and afterwards applicable services are | participant operations with the use of
diagnosed. In the past, updating data, | online and mobile portals, which enable
Participant registering complaints, and monitoring | users to easily access, modify, and
Operations adherence to program requirements | oversee their profiles. Data updates,
Management necessitated physical encounters and | compliance monitoring, and grievance
data updates. redress are now handled by automated
and semi-automated systems, resulting in
substantial enhancements in efficiency and
accessibility.
This stage involves assessing the | The process of digitalization has brought
advantages and/or mechanisms of | about the use of sophisticated tools that
social protection and improving their | enable real-time monitoring, automated
Monitoring, effectiveness. Traditionally, this | identification of errors and fraud, and
Evaluation, and process necessitated manual | evaluation based on data analysis.
Learning observation, monitoring, inspections, | Technologies such as big data analytics

and evaluations, entailing significant
human labor.

enhance the precision, transparency, and
efficiency of monitoring, assessment, and
learning procedures.
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Efficient management of social protection programs requires strong technical
expertise, especially in areas such as planning, administration, and governance. An
essential aspect of this capability is the incorporation of digital tools via an effective
information management system (MIS), which is crucial for the organization and provision
of services. Although the lack of a working Management Information System (MIS) can
greatly hinder development, implementing a digital transformation process can improve
the capacity of institutions to effectively support marginalized populations, such as
individuals with disabilities. By incorporating digital integration, institutions can optimize
their operations, enhance service delivery, and ultimately enhance their ability to meet the
needs of their intended beneficiaries (International Labour Organization official website).

In addition to MIS, several countries have already practiced the so-called
Integrated Information System (1IS) to address the issue of fast and precise social service
delivery. The IIS refers to a large systematic approach that integrates and manages
different information technologies, data, and processes of one or more organizations
(Pervan and Dropuli¢ 21-38). ISS aims to reduce time and effort, integrate straightforward
information systems, and ultimately improve data-driven and fast decision-making. It is
crucial for the smooth performance of health services, financial management, and public
administration. Several countries have established the use of Integrated Information
Systems, most notably in healthcare. Such an instance is an Estonian X-tee (until 2018 it
was called X-Road), an integrated digital infrastructure that connects various databases,
enabling seamless data exchange between different government agencies and private
sector entities (Republic of Estonia - Information System Authority official website). The
Estonian Central Health Information System, as part of this framework, provides full and
secure electronic health records for patients and providers (European Commission official
website). This system has resulted in improved patient outcomes, reduced administrative
costs, and enhanced overall healthcare quality.

Benchmarking Armenia's Digitalization Progress

Figure 1 depicts the E- Figure 1. E-Government Development Index 2024:
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In comparison to its regional counterparts, including Turkiye (0.8913) and the
Russian Federation (0.8532), Armenia's score suggests a potential for enhancement,
especially in developing digital infrastructure and human capital to align with the
performance of leading nations. This comparison emphasizes Armenia's advancements
in e-government and identifies chances to improve its international reputation.

Impact on Efficiency and Accessibility

The digitalization of social protection systems has resulted in significant
improvements in service efficiency and accessibility. By utilizing digital tools and
platforms, these systems have become more adaptable, simple to use, and economical.
This transition has improved the overall user experience, simplifying the process for
recipients to obtain services without the inconvenient requirement of in-person visits.
Additionally, digitization has enhanced the accuracy and transparency of the service
delivery system, guaranteeing accurate resource allocation and preventing errors and
fraud. Furthermore, extensive advanced data analysis has allowed service providers to
improve resource utilization, reduce expenses, and improve program design and
implementation effectiveness. These innovations improve the overall performance and
accessibility of the social protection system, benefiting both the clients and the system
providers.

The following key impacts on efficiency and accessibility were identified during the
research process:

INCREASED ACCURACY AND EFFICIENCY | Improved accuracy and efficiency
are achieved through the implementation of digital tools in the provision of social
protection services. This is achieved by reducing the likelihood of errors, increasing
control over fraud, and ensuring that the benefits are actually received by the intended
recipients. Automated data comparisons and advanced surveillance enable the
identification and elimination of duplicate and ineligible participants from the system,
thereby enhancing its integrity (Lowe et al. 51-58). In addition to their impact on
administrative load, digital technologies, such as easy-to-use technology under the
digitization category, have the potential to enhance production levels, as they eliminate
the need for physical space for most service delivery tasks (Eurofound (a) 15-22).

COST EFFICIENCY | Digitalization decreases the costs linked to delivering social
protection services, leading to significant savings and enhanced allocation of resources.
Automated procedures improve operational efficiency by freeing up staff resources,
allowing them to focus on complex tasks while also reducing the need for in-person
interactions and manual data handling (Banerjee et al. 16-27).

IMPROVED ACCESS | The process of digitalization greatly enhances the ease of
access and the standard of social protection services. Participants can enhance their
interaction with services through the implementation of digital platforms that are user-
friendly and adaptive, hence minimizing the necessity for in-person visits. Consequently,
the procedure enhances efficiency, reduces travel expenses, and saves time. These
factors contribute to making social protection services more accessible and less
intimidating for consumers (OECD Observatory of Public Sector Innovation official
website).

DATA-DRIVEN DECISION-MAKING | The implementation of data services through
digital means has remarkably enhanced the data quality and data access to service
providers. This data assists in engineering worthwhile decisions and, as a result,
enhances further monitoring, evaluation, and information about specific changes to social
protection programs. Using advanced data analytics, service providers can evaluate
program effectiveness, measure policy impact gaps, or even model the outcomes of
policy alternatives. Improved data systems also promote the unification of several data
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sources to create an informed and inclusive approach to designing and implementing
social protection (Center for Global Development 1-8; GIZ 8-33).

Challenges in Digitalization Efforts

Undoubtedly, embracing such digital approaches to social protection has brought
about advantages; however, these digital systems do have certain limitations and
challenges that tend to undermine their effectiveness. These challenges may affect both
users and service providers and range from data protection, inclusion, effectiveness,
sustainability, and so on. Solving these problems is not easy and necessitates the
introduction of severe limitations to ensure that digital improvements achieve more, rather
than putting social protection off.

The following key challenges were identified during the research process:

INSTITUTIONAL FRAGMENTATION | The implementation of social services in the
context of digitalization faces challenges arising from institutional fragmentation and the
absence of a dedicated entity responsible for overseeing the digital transformation
process. The presence of numerous, separate databases containing information about
service users exacerbates this fragmentation, hindering the efficient delivery and
coordination of services (Eurofound (b) 27-30).

DATA PROTECTION VIOLATIONS | The gathering and processing of sensitive
information, primarily concerning vulnerable populations, endangers the protection of
data and privacy. Therefore, preceding the establishment of laws and their enforcement,
there is greater concern over data misuse by either the state or a corporation/partner.
Furthermore, the ethical concerns associated with data use, particularly for social
protection are gaining momentum (Wright 1-12; Lowe 18-22).

RESISTANCE TO TECHNOLOGICAL CHANGE | One of the most notable issues
presented in the process of digitalizing social services is that both employees and users
are resistant to using new technologies, especially those that are believed to overshadow
or substitute their face-to-face interactions. This is because people fear that using these
digital tools will make the services less personal. Many of the employees and users in
social services prefer the human touch in service delivery due to its greater humanistic
orientation. On the other hand, reluctance to digital technology stems, in part, from a lack
of knowledge and skills relevant to such technology usage, as well as a breach of privacy
(Eurofound (b) 27-30).

EXCLUSION | Digital interventions do have the potential to widen existing gaps,
particularly among those who are already poorly connected to digital infrastructure or
have low levels of digital and financial skills. The digital societal welfare systems pose a
high risk of exclusion for vulnerable populations such as women, the elderly, and those
living in rural settings (Muralidharan 28-30; Eurofound (b) 27-30).

FINANCIAL BARRIERS | One of the major problems hindering the digital
transformation of social services is the absence of sufficient funds. There is often
underfunding, which leads to the hiring of limited personnel whose work is just to use the
already existing processes and not to enhance new digital initiatives. The absence of
adequate financial support frequently results in ambitious digital strategies failing to
achieve their objectives. In addition, the financial sustainability of digital initiatives is
further complicated by "vendor lock-in," which occurs when governments are
contractually prohibited from altering providers or systems. The scarcity of essential
skilled personnel to aid in the operation or maintenance of the system worsens this
problem for low-income nations (Kidd et al. 32-35).

POLITICAL BARRIERS | Aside from the lack of funding, political will, or its
absence, is another major obstacle to the digitalization of social services. Factors such as
a lack of political will and a lack of a long-term perspective can severely hamper efforts to
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digitalize. Generally, the lack of domestic support for these digitalization initiatives leads
to their perceived short-lived nature. Where there is no clear commitment from the
political class, even adequately funded projects are unlikely to meet their intended
objectives, as there will be insufficient drive to move the agenda forward and make
continued progress (Ernsdorff and Berbec 171-183; World Bank 7-12).

Implications for Armenia’s Unified Social Srvice

In light of the possible advantages and obstacles associated with digitalization, it is
essential to take into account the following elements when executing digital initiatives for
the Unified Social Service (USS) of Armenia. These considerations emphasize
fundamental principles pertinent to the Armenian context, underscoring aspects that
require focus to ensure a seamless digital transition.

EFFECTIVE LEGAL FOUNDATIONS | Investment in digitization within the USS
will largely depend on the development of appropriate legal regulations and policies,
ensuring institutional capacity, and creating digital public infrastructure. Drawing up
effective and reliable legal measures for information protection is critical, as digital
services entail the collection of confidential information. An organized legal framework will
be established to safeguard data management processes from unlawful imposition.
Additionally, it is imperative to cultivate political consensus among key government
stakeholders, as this will enable the implementation of digital innovations that are both
innovative and motivating.

BROAD-BASED USER PARTICIPATION | The success of digital strategies will be
contingent upon the level of engagement and participation of the Armenian population. It
is particularly crucial to enhance the digital and financial literacy of vulnerable social
groups, such as the elderly, rural residents, and low-income individuals. Improving digital
skills necessitates simplifying the process of obtaining education, classes, and support.
Furthermore, enabling individuals to access social services through non-digital means will
foster a more inclusive environment, as not all individuals may be at ease with or have
the requisite technical resources to engage in such interactions.

SUPPORTIVE INFRASTRUCTURE DEVELOPMENT | Efficiency in the delivery of
the USS’s digital services will also depend on the availability and adequacy of certain
supporting infrastructure; these include mobile phone and internet usability, electricity,
and financial services availability. It is critical to provide reliable and wide coverage of
such infrastructures throughout the country in order to provide efficient digital services.
Increasing digital financial services in low-income areas and partnerships within financial
establishments would increase every citizen's access to the digital transformation of
social protection services.

INTEGRATED INFORMATION SYSTEM | IIS is vital for the USS because it
generally facilitates the implementation of the one-window principle due to the online
accessibility of required data for the service providers and the service seekers. With an
IIS in place, patients and customers can automatically acquire the required services
without the need to repeatedly provide detailed information about their financial status or
personal conditions. This not only helps in improving the user experience but also
significantly decreases the average service time as the information is collected and
disseminated across the different agencies and platforms. The implementation of such a
system would lead to more efficient service delivery, minimizing bureaucratic delays and
enhancing overall customer satisfaction.

In light of these considerations, which include the leapfrogging possibilities, the
USS of Armenia will be able to benefit from digitalization while managing the risks in
relation to social protection services, as well as improving their efficiency, accessibility,
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and impact. Such an approach will allow the USS to develop a modern and efficient
system of social protection in Armenia.

Conclusion

As is evident, the provision of social services through the digitalization of social
protection systems is generally deemed cost-effective and convenient. On a global scale,
the use of various digital tools assisted the implementation of social programs, especially
in periods of crisis such as the COVID-19 gloom period. Data-driven decision-making,
automated processes, and improved outreach have made services more efficient, but
challenges such as institutional fragmentation, data protection, and exclusion risks for
vulnerable groups remain significant.

In the case of Armenia’s USS, the positive effects of digitalization are tangible and
clear but contingent on strong legal frameworks, improved digital literacy, and reliable
infrastructure. Reconciling the introduction of digital reforms entails political commitment
and will, constant fiscal support, and the provision of targeted shrines for all citizens (Lv
and Wu 787-800). When done right, technology can improve the services of social
protection and can even help reach under-protected populations. These, however, pose a
dilemma as addressing the challenges may address inequalities in the system and their
apprehension leading to failure to adhere to the above goals. As articulated earlier, a
strategic approach tailored to Armenia’s social needs is essential for the USS to fulfill its
potential for improved service delivery.

In conclusion, the efficacy of digitalization initiatives in social protection systems is
significantly dependent on the congruence of political commitment, funding, and
infrastructure advancement. Robust political commitment guarantees sustained
prioritization and coordinated initiatives, whilst sufficient finance facilitates the execution,
maintenance, and capacity enhancement necessary for successful digital transformation.
Moreover, a strong infrastructure, encompassing dependable internet connection and
digital literacy programs, is crucial for guaranteeing accessibility and inclusivity.
Systematically addressing these criteria allows digitalization initiatives to attain increased
efficiency, equality, and sustainability, hence improving the quality and accessibility of
social protection services.
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LND®POBAA TPAHCO®OPMALINA KAK TAPAHT NOBbILLEHUA
SOPEKTUBHOCTU UHTETPUPOBAHHbBIX COLUUATIbHBLIX YCIYT

MAPTUH ATAQXAHAH
acriupaHm kagheOpbi noaumonoauu
hakynbmema mex0yHapOoOHbIX OMHOWeHUU
EpesaHckoz20o 2ocydapcmeeHHO20 yHuU8epcumema,
2. EpesaH, Pecniybnuka ApmeHus

Llenb gaHHOM cTaThy - U3y4nTb BNusHME undpoBM3auum Ha CUCTEMbI COLMAnbHOM
3alMThl, aKUEHTUPYst TO, KakK OHa YyryyllaeT MeXaHu3Mbl MpeaoCTaBlEHNst YCHyT,
noBbiWaeT ux 3dEKTUBHOCTE U [OCTYMNHOCTb. HecMoTps Ha siBHble MpeumyllecTsa
uuncppoBor TpaHcdhopmaumm, nonHas UnpoBM3aUms coumnarnbHbIX YCIyr No-npexHemMy
sABNseTca npobnemow ANsi pasBUBAKOLWMXCHA CTpaH, NpM 3TOM  CYLLECTBYKOLNE
oTpacneBble UCCMefoBaHUSA He packpbiBalOT B MOSIHOM Mepe MHOrorpaHHble 3ddeKThbl
3TOro ABneHusl. B gaHHoM ctatbe paccmaTtpuBaeTcs 3TOT npobern, NoavYepKnBatoTCs Kak
npevmyLlecTBa, TakMe Kak noBblleHne 3PAEKTUBHOCTU U [OCTYMHOCTU, Tak MU
npobnemsbl, BKIHOYAst PUCKM LMAIPOBOIO UCKITKOYEHMS U HAPYLLIEHUI 3alUUTbl JAHHbIX.

B xoge vccnenoBaHust UCNONb30BanNMCb METOAbl aHanusa, CMHTesa, MHOYKUMK U
penykuumn. C ncnonb3oBaHMEM OaHHbIX METOAO0B B CTaTbe OCBELLATCA NpenmMyLlecTsa
1 npobnembl NpegocTaBneHnss ULMPOBbIX yCnyr, yaensietca ocoboe BHUMaHue eguHon
coumansHom cnyxoe PA.

HoBusHa cTaTbM oOycrioBneHa ee KOMMMEKCHbIM MoAXo4OM K npobnewme,
coyeTawLWMM  MeXayHapogHble  TeHOaeHuun  uudppoBor  TpaHcdopMauum  C
umMmnepatneamu umdposusaumm ECC. B Hem nogyvepkmBatoTcs hakTopsbl, onpeaensiowimne
ycnex npoiecca uMdpoBu3aLmm, Takue kak npaBoBble pedopMbl, NMOBbILLIEHNE LUMdPOBOWA
rPaMOTHOCTU U yny4lleHne MHPPaACTPYKTYpbl, KOTOPbIE AOIMKHBI CAYXUTb OPUEHTUPaMU
A58 UL, NPUHAMAOLLMX PELLEHUs], U UCMONHUTENEN.

KnioueBble cnoBa: yugposass mpaHcgopmayusi, npedocmasieHue coyuarnbHbIX
ycrnye, coyuarnbHas 3awuma, eduHasi coyuarnbHas cryxba (ECC), aghcpbekmusHocmb
2ocy0apcmeeHHO20 CeKkmopa, MpuHSmMuUe peweHuUl Ha OCHoge OaHHbIX, yughposas
UHbpacmpykmypa, UHOPMauyUuoHHbIe cucmemMbl ynpasneHus (UCY), docmynHocmb

yenye.

83



