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1 Introduction 
“/…/to date, astonishingly little attention has been paid to the ways in which new 
technologies might transform the welfare state for the better. Instead of obsessing about 
fraud, cost savings, sanctions and market-driven definitions of efficiency, the starting 
point should be how existing or even expanded welfare budgets could be transformed 
through technology to ensure a higher standard of living for the vulnerable and 
disadvantaged and to devise new ways of caring for those who have been left behind and 
more effective techniques for addressing the needs of those who are struggling to enter 
or re-enter the labour market. That would be the real digital welfare state revolution.” 
(Philip Alston in the Report of the Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and Human 
Rights (aka the Alston Report), p. 23). 
 
The rapid evolution of the labour market driven by digital technologies has raised 
pressing questions about how governments should adapt social policies, social 
protection mechanisms, and labour market approaches to meet their commitments to 
citizens in a changing world (Larasati et al., 2023; Petropoulos et al., 2019). These 
discussions are unfolding within the broader framework of the future of the welfare state 
(Pasi & Misuraca, 2020). In this thesis, the welfare state is viewed as a flexible and 
evolving system through which governments manage social risks and ensure citizen  
well-being while reducing inequality (Briggs, 1961). It is not a fixed institution but rather 
a dynamic social relation, shaped by the historical and societal context in which it 
operates (Fuenfschilling & Truffer, 2014; Garland, 2016).  

Novel forms of work are emerging as a result of the digital transformation of work  
(de Stefano, 2016; Palier, 2019). These include platform-based, freelance, and gig work, 
disrupting traditional employment categories and creating new opportunities as well as 
risks and vulnerabilities (Spasova, 2017; de Stefano, 2016; Behrendt et al., 2019). On the 
one hand, work is becoming much more fluid – independent of one’s physical location or 
employer, involving multiple employment forms (Huws, 2014; Bauman, 2013; Beck, 
2014) and employing increasing human-digital configurations (Baptista et al., 2020).  
A good example to illustrate this tendency is the emergence of digital nomadism, which, 
in many cases, means self-employed digital work independent of one’s location (Richter 
& Richter, 2020). On the other hand, the digital transformation of work has meant that 
the risks previously taken care of by the state or the employer are shifting more towards 
the workers themselves (de Stefano, 2016). There are also new risks emerging (Larasati 
et al., 2024; Dunleavy & Margetts, 2023). Today, digital platforms are not just facilitating 
work—they are redefining the very nature of labour and the relationships between 
employees, employers, and the state (Vallas & Schor, 2020). The platformisation of work 
is not limited to digital labour platforms but has become a key characteristic of different 
kinds of work due to algorithmic management, data-based control, and new feedback 
systems (Huws et al., 2019). 

These shifts challenge the welfare state’s ability to deliver on its fundamental 
promises of security and stability, particularly as the boundaries between traditional 
employment, self-employment, and non-work blur (Cherry, 2016; Joyce et al., 2023). 
Throughout this thesis, the author uses the term “the new era of work” to succinctly 
describe the structural shift in the labour market and work organisation driven by digital 
technologies, which impose novel demands on welfare states. 
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Governments are increasingly intrigued by the potential of digital technologies to 
shape existing welfare state systems (Alston, 2019; van Toorn et al., 2024). Digital 
technology is seen not only as a disruptor but also as a potential enabler of novel 
solutions that provide security to workers in this fluid, fast-evolving labour landscape; 
not to mention promising a more efficient service delivery (Lee-Archer, 2023). Advanced 
data analytics, platform-based services, automated decision-making mechanisms, and 
other digital tools form the backbone of what is now termed the digital welfare state 
(van Zoonen, 2020; Engin & Treleaven, 2019; Larasati et al., 2023). However, this shift 
can convey false promises. Rather than creating structural adaptations to the new era of 
work, the digital solutions in the realm of the welfare state are focusing on process 
digitisation without rethinking the underlying social frameworks and policy models 
(Alston, 2019; van Gerven et al., forthcoming). This approach fails to address the broader 
consequences of an ever-more fluid labour market and risks perpetuating deepening 
inequalities (Alston, 2019; Dencik, 2022). A broader perspective on the evolving 
requirements of the welfare state is essential in an era marked by rapid transitions.  

At the same time, there is an overarching sense of living in the “risk society” (Beck, 
2014), with the labour market being only one of the many areas experiencing profound 
disruption. Environmental crises, geopolitical tensions, and the recent pandemic are just 
some of the unprecedented challenges and uncertainties that have spurred calls for 
novel governance approaches. These approaches must address growing complexity 
through increased collaboration (Bryson et al., 2015; Bianchi et al., 2021) and enhance 
the coherence and effectiveness of governance mechanisms to navigate long-term 
societal change (Loorbach, 2009). Anticipating diverse future challenges to inform 
today’s actions has become an essential focus (Mallard & Lakoff, 2011). As Dufva and 
Dufva (2019, p. 26) put it: “from the futures standpoint, one could see the disruption as 
an open window for change. The question is therefore which direction to take.” 

One of the approaches proposed to explore these windows of change and to deal with 
complex policy challenges is policy experimentation (Bravo-Biosca, 2020; Rangoni & 
Zeitlin, 2021). Experiments can be defined, time-limited tests of new policy solutions that 
provide information for further policy decisions (Bravo-Biosca 2020, p. 195; McFadgen & 
Huitema, 2018; Nair & Howlett, 2016, p. 69). Experimenting has been suggested as a 
strategy for dealing with novel challenges and uncertainty (Rangoni & Zeitlin, 2021; Voß 
& Simons, 2018). As a result, an experimentalist turn in policymaking has been emerging 
(Huitema et al., 2018). This shift includes the emergence of “experimentalist 
governance” (Sabel & Zeitlin, 2012) and the “randomistas” approach to development 
(Kvangraven, 2020). Furthermore, the design-in-government and design-thinking 
movements (McGann et al., 2018) have resulted in governments creating new units of 
behavioural insight and experimental policymaking (Tõnurist et al., 2017). While it is 
believed that experimenting has a role in strengthening evidence-based policymaking 
(Sanderson, 2002), it is equally seen as a way to comprehend developments in complex 
systems (Bravo-Biosca, 2020) and to tackle novel technological developments 
(Ranchordas, 2013).  

Yet, it remains unclear whether and how experimental policymaking can live up to 
these promises in an era where incremental changes to policies seem insufficient in 
finding the “new normal”. Researchers have highlighted the lack of development 
frameworks when discussing experimentation beyond one-off interventions and rather 
as a governance approach (Sabel & Zeitlin, 2012). The gap in studying experimentation 
as a governance approach is particularly noticeable in the field of social and welfare 
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policy experimentation, while sustainability transition studies have extensively explored 
this issue over the past few decades (see, for example, Kivimaa & Kern, 2016; Schot & 
Kanger, 2018; Grin et al., 2010; Elzen et al., 2004). 

While a growing body of research explores the digital welfare state as a sociotechnical 
system (van Gerven et al., forthcoming; Winby & Mohrman, 2018), there remains a gap 
in analysing the potential of experimentation as a promising approach in the field of 
digital welfare policies. Public policy experimentation and experimental governance is a 
potential approach to navigate this complexity, enabling the development of novel 
configurations that integrate diverse stakeholder perspectives and potentially steer the 
system towards more desirable outcomes (Bravo-Biosca, 2020; Eneqvist, 2022).  

With this gap in mind, this thesis aims to study the interlinkages between the novel 
demands on welfare states in the new era of work, how governments are addressing 
these demands through digital welfare state approaches, and how policy experimentation 
could serve as a means to better adapt to these new demands. Three research questions 
are thus posed: 

1. What new demands are emerging for the welfare state due to digitalisation-driven 
changes in the labour market? (Articles I, II, V) 

2. Which considerations must be taken into account to reconfigure the digital 
welfare state to achieve a more balanced and inclusive approach that addresses 
not only technological opportunities but also the pressures of the new era of 
work? (Articles I, V) 

3. How can experimental governance serve as an analytical and practical framework 
for adapting the (digital) welfare state to the evolving demands of the new era 
of work? (Articles I, III, IV, V) 

These issues are analysed in five publications. The single-authored Article I, “Digital 
Social Security Accounts for Platform Workers: the Case of Estonia’s Entrepreneur 
Account” (2023), is a case study on digital social security accounts and their role in 
enabling a more balanced welfare state approach in the new era of work. The case study 
of the Estonian entrepreneur account exemplifies how adopting a novel digital solution 
does not necessarily lead to a structural shift in responding to the requirements of the 
new era of work but can reinforce the previously existing social security solution. While 
the creation of the entrepreneur account was not framed as an experiment, the case is 
tightly connected to issues of experimental policymaking. It demonstrates how the new 
solution could have benefitted from a more open and potentially experimental policy 
design to rethink the transitions perspective in social policy. 

The single-authored Article II, “Bridge to Security: Exploring Unemployment  
Insurance for Solo Self-Employed in Estonia”, is a case study that examines the Estonian 
unemployment insurance system from the perspective of the solo self-employed, 
including platform workers. The article is part of a special issue for the European Journal 
of Social Security, touching upon unemployment insurance for self-employed workers in 
Europe. The writing of the article was preceded by an expert group meeting in Antwerp 
in spring 2023. The motivation for the article stems from technological developments on 
the labour market, which create an increasing number of opportunities for (solo)  
self-employment and platform work. However, such workers become vulnerable to risks 
they would not have to face as employees in a standard employment relationship (SER). 
On the one hand, the article showcases new vulnerabilities stemming from technological 
developments on the labour market. On the other hand, the article provides an in-depth 
analysis of the complexities of existing welfare state structures. It also shows how the 
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mental models prevalent in policymaking and rooted in traditional understandings of 
work might influence the reluctance to change. 

Article III, “It Is About Time! Exploring the Clashing Timeframes of Politics and Public 
Policy Experiments”, is co-authored with Ringa Raudla, Külli Sarapuu, and Nastassia 
Harbuzova. The article explores the political dimension of policy experimentation, and 
more specifically, the clash of experimental timeframes with political cycles and problem 
cycles, using the Estonian and Finland case studies as examples. It showcases why policy 
experimentation cannot be treated as a neutral research activity and how various power 
dynamics, stakeholder relationships as well as motivations play a crucial role in  
agenda-setting, design, and learning from experiments.  

Article IV, titled “To Experiment or not to Experiment in Tax Policy?” (2023), is a 
collaborative paper by the research group working on the project of experimental 
policymaking (Ringa Raudla, Külli Sarapuu, Egert Juuse, Nastassia Harbuzova, Kerli Onno, 
and Aleksandrs Cepilovs). It examines the promises and pitfalls of public policy 
experimentation in the field of tax policy from a theoretical perspective. The article also 
explores the potential of using experiments to address novel technological challenges, 
analysing different experimental designs. 

Article V, “Navigating the Digital Horizon: Challenges and Opportunities for Social 
Security Systems in an Era of Data Transformation”, included as an appendix, is a single-
authored theoretical analysis of the issues of digitalisation. It delves into the future 
challenges of the welfare state, such as digitalisation, datafication, the increasing power 
of private digital platforms, and the challenges of the new era of work. It was published 
as part of the KU Leuven’s research project in a book Living and Working Tomorrow 
(2035). Challenges for Social Security (Administration). It offers an analytical perspective 
on the implications of labour market transitions in a digitally-enabled era for social 
security systems and administrators, highlighting the novel challenges that lie ahead.  

Rather than focusing solely on the potential of experimentation within the field of the 
(digital) welfare state, the thesis provides a comprehensive walkthrough of the broader 
problem area. It is structured as follows: Chapter 2 outlines the research approach of the 
doctoral thesis. Chapter 3 establishes the theoretical foundation by first examining the 
shifts brought about by digital technologies in the new era of work. It then analyses 
contesting welfare state ideas for the future, alongside emerging digital welfare state 
approaches, as detailed in sections 3.1 and 3.2. The chapter concludes by examining the 
role of experiments and experimental governance in shaping and advancing changes in 
the digital welfare state. Chapter 4 presents the key findings of the thesis, structured 
around the three central research questions posed. Chapter 5 concludes the thesis and 
discusses further avenues for research.  

The thesis contributes to the ongoing discourse on the evolving role of the welfare 
state in the context of digital transformation and shifting labour markets. It specifically 
focuses on the new requirements emerging in this context and how the digital welfare 
state approach addresses them. It shows how the current trajectory of the digital welfare 
state approach largely ignores the need for a structural adjustment to better address the 
new requirements that the changing nature of work poses. The thesis demonstrates that 
by maintaining this trajectory, welfare states risk failing to adapt to structural changes, 
thus ignoring critical gaps in social protection, further deepening inequality and taking 
on a long-term financial burden of caring for people who have fallen through safety nets. 
These gaps are exacerbated by the growing role of private digital platforms, which blur 
traditional employment boundaries. The thesis analyses how these gaps are particularly 
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pronounced in areas related to the emergence of solo self-employment, such as platform 
work, where traditional employment-based models of social security fail to offer 
comprehensive coverage, leaving many workers exposed to income insecurity and 
precarious conditions. 

In this context, the thesis advocates for a reconfiguration of welfare state policies to 
address the structural shifts in the labour market driven by digital technologies. It 
highlights the importance of considering alternative welfare models – such as hybrid and 
universalist approaches – to ensure that protection extends beyond standard employment 
relationships. The research demonstrates how innovations like digital social security 
accounts can act as stepping stones toward more inclusive welfare systems when 
combined with strategic policy experimentation and co-production approaches. 

In this light, the thesis also takes an in-depth look at policy experimentation as a 
promising governance tool to manage the uncertainties and complexities of the new era 
of work. It explores how experimental approaches can foster institutional learning and 
policy innovation, enabling governments to test, adapt, and scale solutions that meet the 
evolving needs of workers. Through case studies in Estonia and Finland, the research 
reveals how political timeframes, institutional settings, and stakeholder dynamics influence 
the success of experimental governance initiatives. One of the key findings shows that 
while policy experimentation has great potential in the field of digital welfare state 
innovations, experiments are often constrained by short-term political goals and a lack 
of alignment between the pace of policy change and the evolving needs of the labour 
market. As a result, policy experiments risk becoming isolated initiatives rather than 
serving as catalysts for systemic transformation. The thesis argues that embedding 
experimentation as a continuous and adaptive governance approach is crucial for 
ensuring that welfare states remain resilient and responsive in the face of rapid labour 
market transitions. 

Adopting an interdisciplinary approach, the thesis explores the interlinkages among 
multiple problem areas. Instead of undertaking an in-depth examination of any single 
topic, it offers a research agenda-style analysis of the changing nature of work in the 
digital era, the digital welfare state, and the role of experiments and experimental 
governance in shaping these systems. One of its main contributions lies in integrating 
diverse scholarly streams of thought, including studies on social protection and labour 
markets, investigations into the digital welfare state, and the role of experiments and 
experimental governance in ideating, designing, and learning from innovative solutions. 
By doing this, the thesis adopts a normative stance on experimental governance. Rather 
than questioning whether experimental approaches should be used at all, it critically 
examines how their transformative potential can be effectively positioned within the 
context of the future welfare state. 
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2 Research strategy 
This thesis provides an interdisciplinary perspective on the intersection of three key 
domains: (1) the changing nature of work in the digital era; (2) state responses through 
the digital welfare state; and (3) the potential of experimental policymaking to address 
the challenges of the welfare state in this changing environment. This work is a 
cumulative thesis that results from published peer-reviewed articles in academic journals 
(I–IV) and one book chapter (V). The articles have been published as part of the project 
on experimental policymaking in Estonia and Finland financed by the Estonian Research 
Council (Grant PRG1125). However, they each followed a different research logic and 
process. 

The choice and use of social science methods are closely tied to the researcher’s 
assumptions about reality, grounded in epistemological, theoretical, and methodological 
perspectives (Crotty, 1998). In this thesis, the research approach aligns with a constructivist 
and interpretive policy analysis tradition, emphasising socially constructed meanings and 
the co-production of knowledge (Callon, 1999; Jasanoff, 2004; Burr, 2015). This perspective 
acknowledges that technological and social developments are interrelated and co-evolving, 
allowing for a deeper analysis of these interrelations that shape the future of the welfare 
state.  

Given these ontological and epistemological viewpoints, the thesis predominantly 
employs qualitative methods within a case study framework. As Yin (2015) notes, 
qualitative research is well-suited to capturing the complexities of phenomena, providing 
a holistic view and incorporating multiple stakeholder perspectives. Accordingly, the 
thesis draws on a variety of data collection methods in addition to a literature review, 
including interviews (Articles I, III), legal analysis (Article II), and document analysis 
(Articles I–V). 

The articles encompass single case studies (II, III), comparative case studies (IV), and 
interdisciplinary theoretical analyses (I, V). The choice of a case study method reflects its 
strength in enabling an in-depth examination of complex phenomena in real-world 
settings (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2018). The choice of case studies aligned with the aims and 
focus of each separate research article. The Estonian entrepreneur account (I) was 
chosen as a unique digital solution in the field of the welfare state. Furthermore, this 
analysis was complemented by the analysis of the Estonian unemployment insurance 
system (II). This way, the thesis discusses Estonian welfare state design from the 
perspective of the social security system design as well as the digital welfare state 
aspects.  

Choosing Estonia and Finland as the subjects of the comparative case study (III) 
stemmed from their strong interest in policy experimentation, while demonstrating 
different outcomes and approaches in the field. Both of these countries have parliamentary 
democratic systems and are neighbouring countries in Northern Europe, with seemingly 
similar public administration systems. Thus, the case reveals systemic factors that have 
enabled the top-down and more widespread policy experimentation in Finland, while in 
Estonia, experiments have mostly been conducted at the grassroots level of the public 
sector.  

The methodological approach of the thesis articles is presented in Table 1, along with 
the main research problem, aim, data collection method, level of analysis, and research 
questions of each article.  
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Table 1 Methodological approaches of the publications 

Article Focus Methodology Data sources 
Analytical 
approach 

I 

Case study of the 
Estonian 
entrepreneur 
account as a social 
security solution 
for atypical 
workers 

Qualitative single 
case study 

Policy documents, 
labour and 
entrepreneurship 
regulations, and 13 
semi-structured 
interviews with 
policymakers, 
platform 
managers, and 
platform/self-
employed workers 

In-depth exploration 
of the efficacy of 
digital solutions in 
addressing social 
security challenges, 
considering multiple 
stakeholder 
perspectives 

II 

Socio-legal analysis 
of unemployment 
insurance schemes 
for platform 
workers and the 
self-employed in 
Estonia 

Case study of the 
Estonian system; 
policy and legal 
analysis with socio-
economic 
contextual 
overview 

Official legal 
documents and 
policy papers (e.g., 
Estonia’s 
Unemployment 
Insurance Act) 

Focused on 
contextualising 
unemployment 
schemes and 
outcomes for 
platform workers 
and self-employed 
individuals 

III 

Comparative case 
study of 
experimental 
policymaking in 
Finland and Estonia 

Qualitative 
comparative case 
study 

66 semi-structured 
interviews (32 in 
Estonia, 34 in 
Finland) with 
central 
government 
officials at various 
hierarchical levels 

Combined 
(abductive) 
approaches using 
MAXQDA for coding 

IV 

Theoretical 
analysis of 
experimental 
policymaking in tax 
policy 

Comparative 
theoretical 
framework 

Existing literature 
on experimental 
policymaking 
approaches (e.g., 
RCTs, policy pilots, 
and design 
experiments) 

Comparative 
analysis of the 
promises and pitfalls 
of experimental 
approaches in the 
context of tax policy 

V 

Conceptual 
analysis of 
digitalisation in 
social security 

Conceptual and 
scenario-building 
methodology 

Synthesised 
theoretical 
perspectives on 
digitalisation and 
social security 
systems 

Scenario narratives 
developed to 
address 
uncertainties in 
digital welfare 
systems and 
propose strategic 
directions for 
administrations 
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Article I is an individual case study of the Estonian entrepreneur account as a social 
security solution for atypical workers. It combines qualitative data analysis (policy 
documents, Estonian labour and entrepreneurship regulations) with 13 semi-structured 
interviews conducted from late 2019 to early 2021 with stakeholders associated with the 
entrepreneur account, including policymakers, platform managers, platform workers, 
self-employed workers. The methodology was designed to allow for an in-depth 
exploration of how digital solutions like the entrepreneur account address social security 
challenges for platform workers. It considers the viewpoints of different stakeholders 
while highlighting the account's limitations and potential for broader application.  

Article II is based on a combination of policy and legal analysis, complemented by a 
socio-economic contextual overview of unemployment schemes and their outcomes 
from the perspectives of platform workers and self-employed individuals in Estonia. 
Official legal documents and policy papers served as the primary data sources for the 
analysis. 

Article III is a qualitative comparative case study on experimental policymaking in 
Finland and Estonia, based on a total of 66 interviews conducted by the research group 
on experimental policymaking (32 in Estonia and 34 in Finland). Interviews included 
officials from central government institutions such as the Government Office, Prime 
Minister’s Office, fiscal and financial policy institutions, and other public organisations. 
Participants represented different hierarchical levels (top-level, middle-level, and expert-
level officials) and perspectives from various ministries and agencies. MAXQDA was used 
for coding the interview data. First, a theoretical framework was developed based on 
previous research on temporal timeframes, political and policy cycles, and experimental 
timeframes. Then, the theoretical framework was compared with the results of the 
interviews. The article combined deductive (based on the theoretical framework) and 
inductive (emerging themes from interviews) approaches to data analysis.  

Article IV is a theoretical analysis of experimental policymaking approaches in tax 
policy. It adopts a comparative framework to analyse the promises and pitfalls of 
experimental approaches in tax policy, specifically focusing on the comparison of RCTs, 
policy pilots, and design experiments.  

Article V is primarily a conceptual work that synthesises theoretical perspectives on 
the digitalisation of social security. It draws conclusions for social security 
administrations and proposes ideas for future scenario narratives. 
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3 Theoretical framework 
The thesis begins by outlining the novel issues that arise from digitalisation and the 
changing nature of work, along with proposed responses for the welfare state. 
It then examines the digital welfare state approach and the problems stemming from a 
lack of structural adaptation to these developments. Finally, it explores the role of 
experimentation as a way of addressing these complexities. 

3.1 The digital nature of work and new requirements for the 
welfare state 
In most developed nations, employment has generally occurred in the form of a standard 
employment relationship (SER), characterised by continuity, full-time work, and a direct 
employer-employee connection (Schoukens & Barrio, 2017; International Labour 
Organization, 2016). While structural shifts in the labour market have often come with 
disruptions, requiring workers to adjust to new realities, the historically evolved 
contractual and institutional relationships revolving around the SER have provided a 
framework for addressing sudden risks from the perspectives of workers and society. 

The emergence of digital technologies – particularly the rise of digital labour platforms 
since 2008 – has significantly transformed the nature of work, challenging traditional 
labour market frameworks based on SER. Multiple forms of non-standard employment 
(NSE) have emerged, such as platform-mediated self-employment and casual work. 
In addition to digital technologies and platformisation, the rise of the services sector, 
globalisation, and the changes in organisational strategies have added to the pressures 
behind the rise of non-standard employment (International Labour Organization, 2016).  

The structural changes associated with digitally enabled labour market shifts can be 
characterised by three trends: 1) the fragmentation of tasks and the emergence of diverse 
ways of organising work, such as the atomisation of companies, self-employment, 
and other atypical types of work (Lane, 2011; International Labour Organization, 2016; 
de Stefano, 2016); 2) the blurring of boundaries between employment and 
entrepreneurship alongside the fragmentation of legal work categories (de Stefano, 
2016); and 3) the growing prevalence of algorithmic management of work (Huws, 2014; 
Jarrahi et al., 2021). On the one hand, these developments are characteristic of platform 
work – a distinct category of digitally mediated labour. Platform workers can be defined 
as: “persons selected online from a pool of workers through the intermediation of a 
platform to perform personally on-demand short-term tasks for different persons or 
companies in exchange for income” (Schoukens et al., 2018, p. 223). Different studies 
completed over the past ten years have shown that an increasing number of people have 
engaged in platform work, either on a regular basis or occasionally. For example, in 
Estonia, Vallistu and Piirits (2021) found that about 7 per cent of the working-age 
population engages in platform work regularly while almost a quarter have tried it at 
least once.  

At the same time, the platformisation of work has extended these dynamics to more 
traditional forms of employment, embedding algorithmic management, data-driven 
control, and rapid feedback mechanisms into mainstream labour practices (Huws et al., 
2019). As noted by de Stefano and Aloisi (2019, p. 1) “Naturally, nonetheless, these 
problems go much beyond platform work and extend to a far vaster area of work that 
does not fall in the realm of the standard, open-ended, full-time employment 
relationship (SER).” Similarly, Joyce et al. (2019) explore the social security dynamics of 
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platform workers, stating that due to combined social protection approaches and diverse 
contractual arrangements, the most effective policy responses would target the issues 
of insecure work on a more general level.  

This change in the labour market, referred to as “the new era of work,” represents a 
structural shift rather than a mere technological adjustment, necessitating a fundamental 
rethinking of social policies and the roles of the welfare state (de Stefano, 2016; Berg, 
2015, I, II). More frequent and systematic vulnerabilities, such as income instability, lack 
of social protection, and limited access to benefits (OECD, 2018) are symptoms of the 
increasing mismatch between a welfare state designed for the needs of a standard 
employment relationship and the new era of work. While the topics covered in this thesis 
are often addressed through the lenses of social policy, social security, or social 
protection, these traditional categorisations are typically constrained by existing policy 
frameworks and legal considerations. These shifts present numerous challenges beyond 
the scope of traditional social protection and welfare systems. For example, the 
discussion about the classification of workers – whether platform workers fall under the 
scope of self-employed or employment categories – illustrates how potentially novel 
categories are discussed within previously established frameworks. What can be 
considered an extensive digital transformation of work would mean that existing legal 
frameworks are too constrained to describe the emerging challenges (Cherry, 2016; I, II). 

Such approaches often leave limited room for exploring entirely novel perspectives. 
Therefore, this thesis adopts a broad approach by investigating the concept of the 
welfare state as a comprehensive framework for analysing the challenges and 
opportunities of the new era of work from the perspective of public policy. The welfare 
state has long been understood as a framework through which governments address 
social risks and provide security to citizens. This thesis adopts the understanding that the 
welfare state is not a fixed institution but rather a dynamic social relation embedded in 
the historical and societal context in which it operates. Fuenfschilling and Truffer (2014) 
frame the state as an “ideal type” where institutional sectors shape society through 
control structures, actors with power, strategies, authority, and norms. As such, the 
definition of the welfare state goes beyond mere welfare provision for the poor; it is 
conceived as a “fundamental dimension of the modern government” (Garland, 2016, p. 2). 
The new era of work, in combination with the changing demographic situation, has left 
the European welfare states confronting existential questions about their future 
(European Commission, 2023).  

First, an increasing number of workers are transitioning from “employment” to 
self-employment, assuming risks traditionally associated with entrepreneurship (Behrendt 
et al., 2019; Vallas & Schor, 2020). However, under the algorithmic management of 
digital platforms, solo self-employed workers often bear the risks without corresponding 
opportunities for entrepreneurial rewards (Dunn, 2020), thus becoming dependent 
self-employed workers (Petropoulos et al., 2019). Platform workers, along with some 
self-employed workers, might not only be less protected but might fall entirely outside 
the scope of traditional social protection systems (de Stefano & Aloisi, 2019). Second, 
the irregularity of work schedules and the mixing of legal forms complicate the 
determination of legal thresholds and eligibility criteria for accessing benefits or services, 
creating gaps in coverage (Behrendt et al., 2019). Lastly, governments face novel 
challenges arising from algorithmic management and the platformisation of work 
(Rosenblat & Stark, 2016). These include addressing unemployment among self-employed 
individuals whose primary income originates from labour platforms, ensuring transparency 
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in algorithmic decision-making, and navigating the complexities of global digital platforms 
that mediate work without a local physical presence. 

Scholars and analysts have put forth competing and alternative propositions on how 
states could fundamentally rethink welfare policies to address the challenges of the new 
era of work. For example, making legislative changes to worker classifications, such as 
creating intermediate legal categories for the economically dependent self-employed 
(Behrendt et al., 2019; De Stefano, 2016). Other suggestions include revising eligibility 
criteria to make benefit and service thresholds more flexible (Behrendt et al., 2019) or 
moving towards a universalist (Behrendt & Nguyen, 2018) or a human rights-based 
approach (Alfers et al., 2017; Razavi et al., 2022). More radical alternatives propose 
shifting from employment-related schemes to collective insurance models (Eichhorst et 
al., 2020) or implementing universal basic income as a solution to address inequalities 
and administrative burdens (Balliester & Elsheikhi, 2018; Joyce et al., 2019; Razavi et al., 
2022). These propositions require moving beyond piecemeal reforms or viewing 
technology as a cure-all (Grosh et al., 2022). Structural changes to cope with the new era 
of work necessitate a departure from the traditional work-related social protection 
model based on the SER, which includes revising contractual arrangements or eliminating 
less expensive contractual options that benefit employers (Aloisi, 2022). Such changes 
would also mean redistributing responsibility between workers and employers (Behrendt 
et al., 2019) and expanding protection beyond specific employment contracts (Kuddo 
et al., 2015). Adopting a broader structural framework, such as the social protection floor 
anchored in universality, adequacy, portability, transparency, and risk-sharing, would 
also require rethinking social rights and the financing mechanisms of the welfare state.  

Although these propositions emerged relatively early after the platformisation of 
work highlighted significant structural shifts, they have not gained much traction in policy 
discussions or implementation. Despite the evident need for comprehensive reform, 
these ideas remain largely underexplored or sidelined (Behrendt et al., 2019). 

3.2 Digitalisation and the new trajectories of the welfare state 
The aim of this section is to show that despite the early recognition of the structural shifts 
brought about by the digital transformation of work, efforts to advance these proposals 
have largely stalled, leaving structural reforms underexplored or sidelined (Alston, 2019; 
Behrendt et al., 2019). Instead, governments have predominantly turned to digital 
technologies to reinforce existing welfare state institutions, framing the digital welfare 
state as more efficient and personal than the previous non-digital ones (Alston, 2019; 
Lee-Archer, 2023). The notion of the digital welfare state gained prominence with Philip 
Alston’s report on human rights for the United Nations (2019) where he warned 
humanity against “stumbling zombie-like into a digital welfare dystopia” (p. 1). Initially, 
the term “digital welfare state” was used by scholars in relation to data, e.g., when 
referring to data-driven social policy (Van Zoonen, 2020) and dataism, which is the belief 
that data can be used to make the best decisions regarding the welfare of citizens 
(Pedersen, 2019). Although van Gerven (2022) asserts that the debate is “conceptually 
fuzzy” (p. 251), over time, the digital welfare state has started to be associated with a 
broad digital technology development used for shaping the social and administrative 
functions of the state. As defined by van Toorn et al. (2024): “Broadly speaking, the digital 
welfare state refers to a particular state formation in which wide-ranging digital 
technologies, including automated decision-making systems, algorithms, big data 
analytics and artificial intelligence (AI), are integrated into the administration and 
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provision of welfare services by government agencies, which, in some cases, are then 
delivered through a complex set of contracted providers.” (p. 508) 

Positioned at the intersection of two social science disciplines – digitalisation and 
welfare states – the digital welfare state poses a challenge for researchers as a rapidly 
evolving interdisciplinary field (Toorn et al., 2024). Multiple viewpoints can be adopted 
when discussing the digital welfare state. 

On the one hand, digitalisation has now allowed governments to design their welfare 
systems to become more human-centred by offering tailored, adapted, and more 
personalised services and interventions, often associated with efficiency gains (Lee-Archer, 
2023). New digital solutions continue to emerge to tackle social security challenges (I, V). 
From the perspective of social security, it has allowed administrations to “record through 
digital data, a living history of people’s experiences of social risks” (Lee-Archer, 2023, p. 4). 
This includes a vision for a lifespan approach, more proactive services, and an invisible 
state where citizens' needs are anticipated and addressed seamlessly, minimising 
bureaucratic friction and maximising accessibility, equity, and responsiveness in welfare 
provision. The use of digital technologies by governments, such as government portals, 
digital identities, smart contracts, distributed ledger systems, big data, blockchain 
technologies, AI technologies, the Internet of Things (IoT), roboadvisors, intelligent 
assistants, etc., has the potential to “revolutionize the government” (Engin & Treleaven, 
2018, p. 448). 

The prerequisites of these types of solutions are the implementation of “once-only” 
principles, “one-stop-shop” service delivery portals, and a heavy reliance on data-based 
infrastructures (Peña-López, 2020). Other types of digital solutions serve to identify the 
risk of fraud (van Zoonen, 2020). A new level of personalisation is potentially on the 
horizon thanks to the continuous growth of artificial intelligence solutions. 

Finally, an advantage of digitalisation is seen in pre-emptively shaping the behavioural 
aspects of citizens with data-based solutions (Engin & Treleaven, 2018). For example, 
such approaches were used during the COVID-19 pandemic through contact-tracing 
applications, text messages to warn about distance requirements, and digital identity 
verifications (Whitelaw et al., 2020). Additionally, digital solutions hold significant 
promise for influencing citizen behaviour in the field of pension savings or the 
gamification of healthy behaviour.  

Despite the possibilities of using digitalisation as a means to shape modern welfare 
policies, the emerging “digital welfare state” has received overwhelming criticism from 
scholars concerning the efforts of embedding digital solutions into social and welfare 
policies, claiming that the current digitalisation trends are insufficient in addressing 
systemic challenges, while the accelerating data transition in social policy entails 
considerable risks (see, for example, Alston, 2019; Zuboff, 2023; Dencik et al., 2019). 
As Engin & Treleaven (2018) note regarding the use of digital technologies in government:  

“/…/ the issues around the use of private citizen data, fairness of algorithmic 
decision-making practices, transparency of public operations, the accountability for any 
damages caused by computer-assisted processes and the natural threat of potential 
job-losses are all extremely valid and timely considerations.” (p. 458) 

The most fundamental data-related issues have emerged regarding the question of 
privacy and control. Countries have started to experiment with data as an instrument for 
social policy in a way that goes under the radar of democratic decision making 
(van Zoonen, 2020). The high level of private sector involvement in developing much of 
the digital welfare state infrastructure is seen as highly problematic for prioritising profit 
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over social equity and locking the public sector in with private sector solutions (Alston, 
2019), as well as raising concerns about the emergence of the “surveillance welfare 
state” (Fenger & Simonse, 2024).  

Another set of issues revolves around the data-deterministic approach of the digital 
welfare state in the context of incumbent or path-dependent data approaches. Reliance 
on outdated approaches has hindered the transition towards real-time data and the 
various data sources needed to really move towards a human-centred approach, as 
service delivery remains fragmented and data interoperability is low (Lukersmith et al., 
2016; Lee-Archer, 2023). This means that while there are claims that public institutions 
over-use data, they also struggle to leverage data optimally due to technical and structural 
limitations, underutilising the potential of data for genuine welfare improvement. 

Furthermore, the risk of algorithmic biases and the lack of transparency in data-based 
decisions are considered major challenges for governments (Henman, 2020; Dencik 
et al., 2019). There are cases from multiple countries that show how automated  
decision-making (ADM) and datafication have led to the miscalculation of benefits or 
wrongful accusations of fraud (see, Eubanks, 2018 for the USA cases; Hadwick & Lan 2021 
for the Dutch childcare scandal).  

The “digital-only” solutions may not meet the expectations or needs of the citizens 
due to their channel preferences and inability to participate in the digital realm because 
of connectivity or digital ability issues (Welby & Tan, 2022). Thus, digital services would 
require a more thoughtfully designed approach, utilising design thinking and service 
design (Mergel, 2022).  

To sum up, while digital welfare tools hold potential for enhancing efficiency, 
accessibility, and personalisation, critics warn that they create new forms of government 
control and limits to citizen activity (Lindgren et al., 2019; Dencik, 2022), risking the 
creation of “digital poorhouse” (Eubanks, 2019). “Systems of social protection and 
assistance are increasingly driven by digital data and technologies that are used to 
automate, predict, identify, surveil, detect, target and punish” (Alston, 2019). Thus, they 
risk exacerbating inequalities and reinforcing existing power imbalances if not carefully 
governed (Dunleavy & Margetts, 2023).  

Most importantly, the novel digital solutions do not seem to respond to the 
transformative pressures of the welfare state, instead reinforcing or merely reacting to 
previously discussed emerging challenges (Alston, 2019; II, V). Digitalisation holds the 
potential to enable governments to come up with entirely novel ways of structuring the 
welfare system (II, V) and to “design new disruptive digital systems” (Campbell & 
Hanschitz, 2018, p. 2). These include the shift towards account-based and portable social 
security systems (II, Freudenberg, 2019) accounting for different types of income data. 
Importantly, digitalisation also facilitates novel ways of funding through digital record 
keeping and online tax account systems (Casey & Castro, 2015). Yet, these solutions have 
not led to a structural shift in the welfare state (I).  

Despite this overwhelming criticism, it can be assumed that governments will continue 
to use digitalisation and datafication approaches and render their welfare systems 
increasingly digital. Along with the rest of the digital turn trajectory, the digital welfare 
state is expected to become the new normal. This clearly indicates a need to broaden 
the technology-normative perception when designing and implementing digital welfare 
state solutions. It is essential to consider the effects beyond mere efficiency gains from 
digitalisation and to achieve a more balanced development from society’s viewpoint (I, V). 
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One of the reasons for these shortcomings is that the sociotechnical nature of 
digitalisation is overlooked, exacerbating the policy implementation gap (van Gerven, 
forthcoming). Technological progress does not occur in isolation, it is inherently 
intertwined with ongoing societal developments (Mazmanian, et al., 2014; Jasanoff & 
Kim, 2019; Orlikowski, 1992; Johnson & Acemoglu, 2023). Understanding the interaction 
and co-evolution of both would have to be a requirement in designing novel digital 
welfare approaches.  

3.3 Experimental governance as a way towards novel 
reconfigurations of digital welfare states 
Although calls for a “systemic” change of the welfare state are gaining ground, practical 
pathways toward more balanced social policies and welfare state configurations remain 
underexplored. This thesis explores experimentation as one such pathway that has been 
previously suggested by scholars. 

3.3.1 What is policy experimentation? 
Policy experimentation refers to policy-relevant tests conducted by government 
organisations to generate evidence on the impacts of new policy solutions and inform 
decision-making (Bravo-Biosca, 2020; Heldeweg, 2015; McFadgen & Huitema, 2017; Nair 
& Howlett, 2016). Experiments are temporary and reversible interventions, tested within 
restricted environments defined by time, space, or scope (Heldeweg, 2015; McFadgen & 
Huitema, 2017). Their goal is structured learning – generating data and insights about 
both intended and unintended policy impacts (Haynes et al., 2012; Bravo-Biosca, 2020). 
In general, experimental designs can be divided into three ideal groups: randomised 
controlled trials (RCTs), non-randomised policy pilots, and design experiments (IV). 

An experiment progresses through iterative cycles of design, real-world testing, and 
redesign, ensuring adaptability and responsiveness (Stoker & John, 2009; van der Heijden 
& Hong, 2021). Some types of experiments, such as some policy pilots, are grounded in 
design thinking, which emphasises systems thinking, user centrism, creativity, and 
continuous recalibration (Clarke & Craft, 2019; Ansell & Bartenberger, 2016). In contrast, 
experiments like RCTs follow a more structured approach, focusing on controlled 
conditions to understand the causal conditions of the project, policy, or program tested 
(Bravo-Biosca, 2020).  

Policy experiments provide a mechanism for generating knowledge that might 
otherwise remain inaccessible. They enable policymakers to test proposed policies on a 
smaller scale before broader implementation, reducing informational asymmetries and 
refining policy designs (Bailey et al., 2017). This approach facilitates evidence-informed 
policymaking by identifying intended impacts, unintended consequences, and 
stakeholder responses (Sanderson, 2002; Ranchordas, 2013).  

Experiments are increasingly viewed as an approach for introducing and governing 
change:  

“The idea behind experiments in a real-world context is that they can provide a clear 
manifestation of a possible future, an opportunity to explore alternative trajectories, and 
an arena for different actors to share problem definitions and different perspectives, 
and, most importantly, to develop practical actions that can be achieved through 
learning-by-doing.” (Eneqvist, 2022, p. 16). 
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The increasing complexity and uncertainty of contemporary challenges – ranging from 
technological disruption to societal transformation – has elevated the need for 
experimentation as a means to navigate and address novel solutions (Rangoni & Zeitlin, 
2021; Voß & Simons, 2018). Experimental approaches are claimed to be well-suited for 
understanding complex systems where actors, institutions, and policies continuously 
evolve and interact (Bravo-Biosca, 2020). Moreover, they are seen as critical in responding 
to disruptive technological and societal developments, creating momentum for a 
broader change (Berkhout et al., 2010). Beyond informing individual policy decisions, 
experiments have the potential to facilitate broader institutional and social change. 
They act as catalysts for long-term systemic transitions by aligning emerging ideas, 
practices, technologies, and social relations into new socio-technical configurations that 
challenge and potentially transform existing regimes (Fuenfschilling et al., 2019). This 
alignment process is critical for fostering institutional learning and building capacity 
within governance systems. Furthermore, experiments contribute to the development 
of novel institutional arrangements and governance models, offering pathways for 
creating more adaptive and resilient systems (Borrás & Serger, 2022). 

3.3.2 Limitations of policy experiments 
Despite their promises, policy experiments have also faced significant criticism. One of 
the most frequently cited issues is the restricted scale and scope of experimentation. 
Typically conducted as small-scale, time-bound initiatives, experiments are designed to 
test specific interventions in controlled or semi-controlled conditions. While these 
localised efforts provide valuable insights, they often fail to capture the broader systemic 
impacts that emerge during large-scale implementation (Bauknecht et al., 2020; Werner 
& Riedl, 2019). This limitation is particularly relevant in welfare state reforms, where 
structural interdependencies and multi-level governance require an understanding of 
cascading effects across interconnected systems. 

Another critical limitation is the temporal nature of policy experiments. Short-term 
initiatives often cannot capture the long-term dynamics of interventions, such as delayed 
effects, unintended consequences, or shifts in stakeholder behaviour. These challenges 
are particularly pronounced in areas like taxation or welfare reform, where cumulative 
impacts over extended periods are crucial for evaluating the success of a policy 
(Burtless, 1995). In the digital era, where rapid technological developments interact with 
slower-moving institutional frameworks, this temporal mismatch can undermine the 
validity and applicability of experimental findings. 

Policymaking is often shaped by the logic of electoral cycles, accountability demands, 
and the need for immediate results. This contrasts sharply with the open-ended, iterative 
nature of experimentation, which relies on uncertainty, adaptability, and ongoing 
refinement (Voß & Simons, 2018). The “political dynamics” surrounding an experiment 
may determine its fate, including who reaps the benefits and who bears the costs 
(Huitema et al., 2018). Limited resources, ideological conflicts, and competing priorities 
exacerbate these challenges, making it difficult to secure the institutional commitment 
necessary for meaningful experimentation (Bravo-Biosca, 2020). For welfare state 
reforms, this tension is particularly problematic as political incentives often favour 
short-term wins over systemic, long-term solutions. 

A further critique relates to the vagueness of how experiments contribute to broader 
transitions and transformations in practice (De Bruijne et al., 2010; Ghosh et al., 2021). 
While experiments may successfully demonstrate specific innovations, their ability to 
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catalyse large-scale structural adaptation remains uncertain. This limitation is especially 
relevant for issues within the welfare state, as such issues are often characterised as 
“wicked problems” (Rittel & Weber, 1973) – complex, interdependent challenges that 
resist definitive solutions. The inherent unsolvability of such problems raises questions 
about the extent to which experimentation can meaningfully address them. 

In the context of the digital welfare state, these limitations are further magnified by 
the rapid pace of technological change, which can render experimental insights obsolete 
before they are scaled or institutionalised. Moreover, digitalisation introduces its own 
set of “wicked” challenges, such as ensuring data security, balancing equity with 
efficiency, and addressing algorithmic biases – all of which require systemic and adaptive 
responses that go beyond the scope of isolated experiments. 

3.3.3 Experimental governance for the welfare state 
One way to address the criticisms levelled at policy experiments is to shift the focus from 
individual experiments to the broader concept of experimental governance. Eneqvist 
(2022) argues that experiments often target large (sustainable) transformations and 
should therefore be conceptualised not as isolated events with limited timeframes but 
as a governance approach. Similarly, Kivimaa et al. (2017) emphasise the potential of 
experiments to drive regime change, suggesting that meaningful adaptation comes not 
from merely scaling up unique experiments but from creating a network of experiments 
that can shift systems toward new dominant designs. This aligns with the idea of 
transition governance, which emphasises the importance of long-term sustainable 
outcomes achieved by fostering short-term innovation at societal and not merely policy 
levels (Loorbach, 2009). 

In the context of the digital welfare state, experimental governance provides a 
framework for addressing the challenges posed by the changing nature of work and rapid 
technological developments. As digitalisation disrupts traditional employment structures 
and introduces new socio-technical configurations, welfare systems must adapt to 
include platform workers, self-employed individuals, and other non-standard labour 
forms. Experimental governance could enable policymakers to test and refine inclusive 
solutions while addressing systemic inequities. 

However, to achieve systemic change, experimental governance should extend 
beyond the execution of isolated experiments and represent a broader framework of 
interconnected processes. Eneqvist (2022, p. 38) describes it as embracing “collaborations, 
experiments, and partnerships that create hybrid organizations informed by competing 
logics and informal shadow structures.” This iterative, networked, and systemic practice 
(Laakso et al., 2017; Sabel & Zeitlin, 2012) could be applied to address the complexity of 
the digital welfare state, where technological, institutional, and social innovations must 
align. By engaging in iterative cycles, policymakers can refine socio-technical solutions 
and foster adaptability to address emerging challenges (Fuenfschilling et al., 2019), 
such as the need for dynamic unemployment systems or portable social security 
mechanisms. 

The participatory dimension of experimental governance is critical for ensuring that 
welfare solutions are not only technologically viable but also socially inclusive and 
legitimate (Laakso et al., 2017; Loorbach, 2009). This is especially relevant in the context 
of digital welfare, where the risk of marginalising vulnerable groups is significant. 
These groups could include the digitally disadvantaged or groups historically disqualified 
from standard welfare state systems. By engaging diverse stakeholders in the design, 
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implementation, and evaluation of experiments, participatory processes foster co-creation, 
which balances competing interests and ensures equitable outcomes (Ansell & 
Bartenberger, 2016). Governance, in this sense, reflects the patterns of interaction 
among social, political, and administrative actors (Kooiman, 2003). Lange et al. (2013) 
argue for a multidimensional governance framework that integrates political processes 
(politics), institutional structures (polity), and substantive policy content (policy). 

Research on sustainability transformations offers valuable insights for understanding 
the potential of experimental governance in welfare systems for systemic change 
(see, for example, Grin et al., 2010; Elzen et al., 2004; Geels, 2011). Strategic niche 
management, for example, has shown that experiments can serve as protected spaces 
for testing and learning about new technologies while fostering their adoption (Kemp 
et al., 1998). However, achieving meaningful change requires experimentation not only 
within niches but also across broader socio-technical regimes and landscapes 
(Fuenfschilling & Truffer, 2014). For digital welfare systems, this might involve testing 
innovations in social security delivery while also rethinking underlying institutional 
frameworks and data governance. 

Building on this, Kivimaa et al. (2017) identify four purposes of experiments in societal 
transitions: niche creation, market creation, spatial development, and societal 
problem-solving. In the case of digital welfare state systems, experiments can drive 
innovation in social security models, promote interoperability across systems, and 
address equity issues. Moreover, Weber and Rohracher (2012) identify four 
transformational system failures – lack of directionality, misaligned demand articulation, 
inadequate policy coordination, and reflexivity failure – which experimental governance 
must address to create meaningful transitions in welfare systems. 

Finally, the co-evolutionary nature of experimental interventions and their surrounding 
systems is particularly relevant for digital welfare states. Experiments interact with and 
shape broader socio-technical dynamics, making it challenging to isolate their effects. 
Instead, the success of experimental governance in this context should be evaluated 
based on its ability to foster stakeholder collaboration, catalyse systemic change, and 
address structural challenges, such as the inclusion of non-standard workers or the 
development of ethical data practices (Geels, 2002; Voß & Simons, 2018).  
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4 Key results and discussion 
In the introductory chapter, the author pointed out that it is equally important to 
consider and understand the new demands on governments and welfare systems 
emerging from the digitalisation of work (Articles I, II, V); to understand the role of digital 
welfare states in responding to these novel challenges (Articles I, II, V); and to grasp the 
logics, opportunities, and pitfalls of (digital welfare state) experimentation as a means of 
responding to such novel challenges (Articles I, III; IV). The thesis, therefore, covers the 
field of inquiry holistically by discussing the welfare state problematic (the problem 
space), exploring potential solutions within the welfare state (the solution space), and 
providing insights on experimentation as a potential approach (the method). The key 
findings of the thesis are discussed according to the three research questions posed in 
the first chapter. 

What new demands are emerging for the welfare state due to digitalisation-driven 
changes in the labour market?  

Article I examines the Estonian entrepreneur account, a pioneering initiative that 
supports solo self-employed individuals, including platform workers. One private 
Estonian bank provides this as a regular bank account, automatically taxing 
entrepreneurial income. Tax payments contribute toward gaining social security 
benefits, such as health and pension insurance. While the entrepreneur account can be 
considered innovative among the calls made to governments to leverage their data and 
digital tools (see, for example, Behrendt et al., 2019; Freudenberg, 2019), it provides a 
more in-depth understanding of how critical mismatches between the design of the 
social security system and the realities of non-standard work unfold. For example, 
account owners must meet specific thresholds to maintain continuous health insurance, 
requiring regular contributions while the irregular income patterns common among 
platform workers and solo self-employed often result in insufficient contributions 
(Schoukens, 2020; Pesole et al., 2018; I). Similarly to many European social security 
systems for the solo self-employed (see Matsaganis et al., 2016), the entrepreneur 
account system leaves many solo self-employed individuals without effective coverage, 
rendering it effectively voluntary for its participants.  

Article II builds on these insights by examining the options for solo self-employed 
individuals to access unemployment insurance within the Estonian system. Historically, 
the unemployment system in Estonia was designed with traditional employees in focus. 
However, as the findings emphasise, solo self-employed individuals also face significant 
external risks of losing their income. This became especially evident during the 
COVID-19 crisis where external circumstances left a substantial number of self-employed 
people without work (II; Schoukens & Weber, 2020). For standard employees with 
traditional contracts, the system is straightforward. However, for solo self-employed 
workers, the thresholds or requirements of formal employment make it very 
complicated, if not impossible, to secure against unemployment (II). 

These two cases reveal stark discrepancies between the “old” (existing) system and 
the expectations of the new era of work. First, the tax and benefit thresholds designed 
for standard employees fail to account for the irregular income patterns of the solo 
self-employed. Article I illustrates this by showing why account holders fail to meet the 
minimum thresholds for health insurance due to their vulnerable economic position. 
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Among the interviewees, an event was described in which an account holder lost their 
access to health insurance at a crucial time due to a late payment by the client. This 
anecdotal example shows how the format of the entrepreneur account can become an 
unreliable solution for solo self-employed individuals seeking to secure their access to 
health insurance. Another illustrative aspect is that the average monthly income of 
account users is often below the required minimum, leaving them exposed to risks of 
inadequate social protection, in line with the findings of other studies in the EU (Joyce 
et al., 2019; Huws et al., 2019). 

A second key finding, particularly evident in Article II, concerns the dual 
division between employment and entrepreneurship in existing legal frameworks. 
The entrepreneur account places users in a legal limbo, without clear classification as 
either employees or traditional self-employed workers, thus leaving them solely 
responsible for their working conditions (e.g., sick leave, working hours, etc.) (I). 
Additionally, there are multiple legal categories the self-employed can use. For example, 
they can register their own company (OÜ) and be employed by it, they can register as a 
sole proprietor (FIE), or opt for an independent contractor status via a special contract 
form (contract under the Law of Obligations Act (VÕS)). Each of these legal forms implies 
a different tax obligation, potentially varying levels of protection, and ultimately different 
net earnings (II). In many cases, such as platform-mediated work, the digital platform 
defines the permissible contractual arrangements. Most Estonian digital labour 
platforms, for instance, engage only with private companies as service providers (I, II). 
Consequently, it is up to each platform worker to make provisions for their social security 
and working conditions. The Estonian context highlights how the solo self-employed 
must navigate multiple legal categories, each with its own rules and opportunities. 
Articles I and II demonstrate how it shifts the responsibility as well as risks to the workers 
themselves. Self-employed individuals must be knowledgeable of their social security 
options and the long-term implications of their choices. As the literature suggests, 
self-employment is often a choice for lower-income groups to benefit from reduced tax 
burdens (Dunn, 2020). At the same time, these groups of self-employed people are also 
economically more dependent (on one client or platform) which in itself is more 
correlated with lower social protection coverage (Joyce et al., 2019). This reveals 
structural patterns of vulnerability among groups of self-employed individuals. 

The findings also emphasise the broader societal implications of excluding these 
workers from comprehensive social security systems. Minimising social security 
contributions for short-term economic benefits undermines the workers’ long-term 
security and increases the burden on the welfare state. The broader welfare system 
ultimately bears the costs of exclusion when individuals lack access to unemployment 
insurance, pensions, or health insurance, redirecting resources from other critical areas. 
Demographic shifts will further exacerbate this issue in the future, as ageing populations 
increasingly rely on contributory employment-based systems for sufficient retirement 
income. Without reform, the exclusion of platform workers and the solo self-employed 
risks perpetuating inequalities, undermining social cohesion, and imposing unsustainable 
costs on welfare systems in the long run (I, V, European Commission, 2023). 

These cases underline the need for a fundamental redesign of welfare systems to 
address the mismatch between traditional frameworks and the demands of digital labour 
markets. Articles I and II highlight the importance of greater flexibility and inclusivity in 
social security systems to accommodate diverse work forms. Article V, while theoretical, 
expands on this by suggesting a shift toward more universal, human rights-based 
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approaches, which could better address the complexities of platform work and 
self-employment. Furthermore, the articles highlight the importance of shifting the 
mindset and acknowledging that self-employment is not always a voluntary 
entrepreneurial position, while stressing the importance of educating workers about the 
long-term costs of inadequate contributions (II, V). 

Ultimately, it is necessary to make choices about long-term welfare priorities now. 
Acknowledging the systemic costs of excluding non-standard workers is crucial to 
designing a welfare system that balances immediate economic realities with long-term 
sustainability. 

Which considerations must be taken into account to reconfigure the digital welfare 
state to achieve a more balanced and inclusive approach that addresses not only 
technological opportunities but also the pressures of the new era of work?  

Articles I and V discuss how governments are increasingly using data and digital tools 
to reshape welfare states, often leveraging technological opportunities to modernise 
service delivery. The entrepreneur account discussed in Article I emerged from the 
technological possibility of automated data exchange between the tax authority and a 
private bank. Similarly, global examples of the use of digital technologies by governments 
show that the increasing reliance on such tools in welfare provision can now be 
considered the new normal (e.g., Mattfolk & Emfeldt, 2019). However, the Estonian case 
highlights significant shortcomings in the conceptualisation and implementation of these 
systems, which frequently fail to adequately address the new requirements outlined in 
the previous section. 

Digitalisation is not merely about introducing e-government tools but involves a 
broader opportunity for a systemic change in how welfare is designed, administered, and 
delivered (I, V, Dunleavy & Margetts, 2023, Lember et al., 2018). This perspective aligns 
with Alston’s (2019) argument that the digitisation of the welfare state should target 
structural changes rather than replicate existing systems in a more digital or data-centric 
form. Article I demonstrates how a narrow focus on technical feasibility shaped the 
entrepreneur account, rather than addressing the systemic challenges of non-standard 
employment. While the automated taxation and health insurance mechanisms 
represented an administrative breakthrough, they failed to accommodate the irregular 
income patterns of platform workers and solo self-employed individuals, effectively 
excluding many from continuous coverage. This demonstrates that technological 
solutions, no matter how innovative, cannot substitute for structural reforms that align 
welfare systems with the realities of the digital era (I, V). 

The role of private companies in digital welfare systems also requires careful 
consideration. Article I demonstrates that a private bank implemented the Estonian 
entrepreneur account as a commercial product, integrating diverse data sources like tax 
records, employment data, and social security contributions. While this collaboration 
facilitated a technically advanced solution, it centralised control among a limited number 
of actors and sidelined broader societal voices. Dufva and Dufva (2019) caution that 
platform-led models run the risk of consolidating power among technologists and 
entrepreneurs, often excluding marginalised groups. Article V highlights that 
governments’ digitisation efforts are occurring amidst a broader wave of digital 
transformation and evolving digital-human interactions, which shape citizens’ 
expectations of novel solutions. The article warns that, over time, private solutions might 
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compete with and even outperform state-provided welfare services (Mattfolk & Emfeldt, 
2019). Such private-sector dominance may undermine the long-term sustainability of 
state welfare systems, exacerbate inequality, and accelerate welfare system privatisation. 
Future designs of digital welfare systems must thus consider the interests of diverse 
stakeholders to prevent the potential deepening of power imbalances. Articles I and V 
emphasise the importance of co-production in digital welfare initiatives, where 
vulnerable populations and other stakeholders actively participate in shaping policy 
design and implementation.  

Article I highlights how legacy systems, such as Estonia’s unemployment insurance 
framework, have become so complex and path-dependent that introducing meaningful 
reforms presents significant challenges. The findings reveal that the implementation of 
digital tools often occurs within existing institutional logic, potentially reinforcing 
outdated frameworks instead of addressing the structural inequities of platformised and 
fragmented labour markets. 

To achieve a more balanced and inclusive digital welfare state, it is essential to assess 
social impacts before implementing lasting changes. Articles I and V advocate for iterative 
and experimental approaches that allow policymakers to test and refine digital welfare 
initiatives, as discussed in the next section. 

How can experimental governance serve as an analytical and practical framework for 
adapting the (digital) welfare state to the evolving demands of the new era of work?  

Policy experimentation has been increasingly proposed as a way to address complex 
societal challenges, including those posed by the digitalisation of work. However, its 
potential must be critically assessed, particularly in terms of how and under what 
conditions experimentation can drive systemic change in welfare systems adapting to 
the demands of the new era of work. Drawing on findings from Articles I, III, IV, and V, 
this section focusses on (some of the) key aspects that need to be considered for 
experimentation to work towards adaptive digital welfare state policies. 

A key finding across the articles is the necessity of collaborative and co-creative 
approaches to ensure the systemic impact of experimentation. Article I highlights how 
siloed decision-making processes and technocratic priorities shaped the Estonian 
entrepreneur account, excluding platform workers and solo self-employed individuals 
whose needs the system was meant to address. Without an experimental phase or input 
from diverse stakeholders, the initiative failed to effectively tackle the structural 
challenges of non-standard employment. Article III reinforces this point by examining 
the Finnish basic income experiment, where the limited inclusion of political actors and 
stakeholder perspectives contributed to the lack of continuation beyond the initial  
two-year trial. 

As the findings show, experimentation that excludes marginalised groups and 
alternative perspectives risks perpetuating existing inequalities instead of addressing 
them. 

Collaborative and participatory approaches are thus crucial for the effectiveness and 
legitimacy of experimental governance. Article V underscores the importance of 
participatory governance frameworks that balance technological efficiency with 
socio-ethical considerations. Participatory visioning methods and understanding 
alternative scenarios can help align experiments with long-term societal goals (Kivimaa 
et al., 2017; Jasanoff & Kim, 2019). Articles II and V also point to the importance of 
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integrating diverse perspectives into agenda-setting processes to ensure that 
experiments address real-world complexities rather than narrow policy objectives. 
Eneqvist (2022) supports this view, emphasising the need for informal collaborations that 
bridge divides between public and private sectors, as well as between technocratic and 
participatory approaches.  

Another issue arising from the findings is the inherently political nature of 
experimentation. While often framed as a neutral research activity, experimental 
initiatives are deeply embedded in political dynamics and shaped by competing interests, 
value conflicts, and institutional logics (III; Checkland et al., 2023). Article III illustrates 
the tension between short-term political pressures, such as electoral cycles and public 
opinion, and the long-term goals necessary for systemic change. Policymakers may 
prioritise experiments that promise quick, visible results, thereby limiting their scope to 
incremental adjustments rather than addressing deeper structural challenges (Voß & 
Simons, 2018). In the worst case, these pressures can discourage experimentation 
altogether, which is seen in politically sensitive areas like welfare reform. The political 
dimension can also influence the choice of the experimental design, depending on the 
role and desired outcome of the exercise (III, IV). RCTs could be employed to assert some 
specific causality and test out an expected outcome while policy pilots can work towards 
finding solutions (IV). 

The political dimension of experimentation ties closely to legitimacy. Articles I and V 
emphasise the need for embedding experimental outcomes into governance frameworks 
that are transparent, participatory, and aligned with societal values. Legitimacy also 
depends on addressing institutional barriers and ensuring that experiments foster trust 
and accountability. Ghosh et al. (2021) highlight that legitimacy requires the systematic 
evaluation of experiments and their alignment with transformative societal goals. 
Similarly, Weber and Rohracher (2012) identify political and reflexivity failures as critical 
barriers that experimental governance must address. 

Finally, the findings stress the need for institutional adaptation to support 
experimental governance in the digital era. Articles I and V argue that digitalisation 
requires institutions to develop new capabilities, including the ability to integrate 
experimental insights into long-term policymaking and to foster a culture of learning and 
reflexivity. Ghosh et al. (2021) call for an explicit experimental culture that leverages 
evaluation practices to ensure experiments are transformative. 

The new demands for the welfare state are primarily explored in the findings of 
Articles I and II, which present case studies of the Estonian entrepreneur account and an 
in-depth analysis of the Estonian unemployment insurance system. Both examine the 
Estonian social security framework through the lens of platform workers and the 
self-employed. Across Articles I, II, and V, the findings illustrate how digital technologies 
exert significant pressure on welfare states to adapt to new labour market realities. Social 
protection systems have traditionally relied on stable, long-term employer-employee 
relationships. However, the proliferation of non-standard work forms encouraging 
self-employment, disrupts these foundational assumptions and exposes gaps in social 
protection systems. 
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5 Avenues for further research 
The thesis highlights several key results that warrant further investigation. First, it 
demonstrates how the current trajectory of digital welfare state development risks 
deepening structural inequalities, particularly for vulnerable groups such as platform 
workers and the solo self-employed. Despite the promise of digital tools like social 
security accounts, these innovations often fail to achieve systemic change due to their 
limited focus on technical feasibility rather than addressing broader structural 
challenges. Secondly, research reveals that experimental governance offers potential for 
developing more responsive and adaptive welfare policies. However, its success heavily 
depends on political timeframes, institutional settings, and the involvement of diverse 
stakeholders. Private digital platforms increasingly shape welfare service delivery, raising 
critical questions about public accountability, control over data, and the role of public-
private partnerships in shaping the future of welfare systems. 

Several important topics emerged while writing the introduction of the thesis, each 
deserving further exploration. First, the legitimacy of the experimental policymaking 
process and experimental outcomes deserve further research. While the public sector is 
under pressure to adapt to increasingly complex environments, the trend of undermining 
democratic decision-making processes has been a concern for scientists and policy 
analysts over the past decade. Digital welfare state reforms have mostly been driven by 
technocratic actors who have faced scrutiny from populist movements in recent years 
and been subject to low public trust (Esmark, 2021). Future studies could investigate 
which types of experimental set-ups (co-creative or expert-led) lead to higher levels of 
legitimacy and the eventual scaling up of experiment results. 

Secondly, experimental governance and long-term systemic change in the field of 
digital welfare policies need more attention. Laakso et al. (2017) argue that for the 
systemic effect of experimentation to occur, several smaller scale experiments or 
multiple parallel processes that leverage opportunities for change to shift the wider focus 
should take place. Future studies could examine which kinds of experimental approaches 
– and the more specific mechanisms of experimental governance – produce long-term
transitional and transformative changes within the welfare state design. This stream of
thought has been established within the socio-technical transitions studies (see, for
example, Schot & Kanger, 2018). Future analyses could examine the socio-technical
nature of digital welfare states and whether lessons learned from experiments in the
field of transition studies could also apply to social challenges related to the (digital)
future of work and labour markets (van Gerven et al., forthcoming).

Finally, and closely tied to the previous themes is the question of anticipating and 
envisioning the future as part of the experimental process. While experiments are said 
to help governments anticipate change, the specific mechanisms by which future 
scenarios are developed and integrated into the experimental process and design needs 
to be studied. Shedding light on these processes would also help to answer some crucial 
questions on the agenda-setting mechanisms of experimentation and the agency of 
participants. One way or the other, the question intersects with the inherently political 
nature of experiments as the choice of a long-term agenda is also a political question.  
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Abstract 

Reimagining the Digital Welfare State through Experimental 
Governance: Adapting to the New Era of Work 
The rapid evolution of the labour market, driven by digital technologies, has introduced 
profound shifts in employment structures, work organisation, and social protection 
systems. These transformations raise pressing questions about how governments should 
adapt their welfare state frameworks to meet the evolving demands of what can be 
called the new era of work. While the concept of the digital welfare state has emerged 
as a response to these changes, current approaches often focus on digitising existing 
approaches rather than addressing the novel structural needs. This thesis explores the 
role of policy experimentation and experimental governance as a potential approach to 
reimagining and steering digital welfare policies towards a more favourable trajectory. 

The research is motivated by a critical gap in existing literature: while much has been 
written about the digitalisation of welfare systems and the rise of experimental 
policymaking, little attention has been paid to how experimentation can serve as a 
governance tool for addressing systemic challenges in increasingly digital welfare states. 
The thesis seeks to answer three core research questions: (1) What new demands are 
emerging for the welfare state due to digitalisation-driven changes in the labour market? 
(2) How should the digital welfare state be reconfigured to address both technological
opportunities and the pressures of the new era of work? (3) How can experimental
governance serve as an analytical and practical framework for adapting welfare states to 
these evolving demands?

To address these questions, the thesis employs an interdisciplinary and qualitative 
research approach, incorporating case studies, comparative analysis, and conceptual 
exploration. The empirical work is based on case studies from Estonia and Finland, 
examining digital welfare innovations like the entrepreneur account solution in Estonia 
and policy experimentation practices. The research draws on multiple data sources, 
including semi-structured interviews with policymakers and experts, policy document 
analysis, and legal assessments of social security mechanisms. 

The key findings of this research first illustrate the limitations of current digital welfare 
state approaches, which often reinforce existing structural barriers rather than fostering 
systemic adaptation. Case studies of Estonia’s entrepreneur account and unemployment 
insurance system highlight how the current social security approach in combination with 
digital solutions may be promising in theory but fails to account for the realities of non-
standard work, leading to unintended gaps in social protection. The thesis argues that a 
more fundamental reconfiguration of welfare policies is necessary – one that integrates 
the evolving nature of work with flexible and inclusive welfare models. 

A central contribution of this thesis is its examination of experimental governance as 
a strategy for addressing these challenges. Policy experimentation has gained traction as 
a method for testing novel policy solutions under controlled conditions, yet its role in 
welfare policy adaptation remains underexplored. The research findings suggest that 
experimental governance, if designed with inclusivity and long-term institutional learning 
in mind, can help welfare states become more responsive to labour market 
transformations. However, challenges such as political timeframes, institutional inertia, 
and the dominance of short-term efficiency goals often hinder the effectiveness of 
experiments in facilitating meaningful reform. 
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The thesis concludes that while digital technologies present new opportunities for 
welfare state innovation, they must be coupled with adaptive governance mechanisms 
that allow for iterative learning and systemic change. Experimental governance offers a 
potential pathway for this adaptation, but it requires a shift in perspective – from treating 
experiments as isolated policy interventions to embedding them within a broader 
framework of long-term welfare state evolution. Future research should further explore 
how experimental policymaking approaches can be institutionalised within welfare 
governance structures, ensuring that digital welfare policies remain equitable, inclusive, 
and sustainable in the face of ongoing technological disruption. 

This research contributes to both theoretical and practical discussions on the digital 
welfare state, experimental policymaking, and labour market transformations. By 
integrating insights from policy experimentation with the evolving demands of digitalised 
labour markets, the thesis advances a novel perspective on how governments can 
reconfigure welfare state policies to better address the needs of workers and societies 
at large in the digital era. 
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Lühikokkuvõte 

Digitaalse heaoluriigi ümbermõtestamine katsetava 
valitsemise kaudu: kohanemine uue ajastu tööga  
Digitehnoloogiatest juhitud tööjõuturu kiire areng on toonud kaasa sügavad muutused 
töösuhetes, töökorralduses ja sotsiaalkaitsesüsteemides. Need muutused tõstatavad 
olulisi küsimusi selle kohta, kuidas riigid peaksid kohandama oma heaoluriigipõhist 
suhtumist, et vastata töötamise uue ajastu muutuvatele nõudmistele. Samal ajal on 
reaktsioonina nendele arengutele tekkinud digitaalse heaoluriigi käsitus, mis aga ei ole 
võtnud eesmärgiks luua uusi struktuurseid lähenemisi, vaid keskendub pigem 
olemasolevate lahenduste digitaliseerimisele. Käesolev doktoritöö uurib katsetava 
poliitikakujunduse ja eksperimentaalse valitsemise rolli võimaliku vahendina digitaalse 
heaolupoliitika ümberkujundamiseks ja kohandamiseks, et suunata seda soodsamale 
arenguteele. 

Selle uurimistöö ajendiks oli oluline lünk olemasolevas kirjanduses: kuigi on palju 
kirjutatud heaoluriikide digitaliseerimisest ja eksperimentaalse poliitikakujundamise 
esiletõusust, on vähe tähelepanu pööratud sellele, kuidas poliitikakatsetused saaksid 
toimida valitsemisviisina, et lahendada süsteemseid väljakutseid järjest enam 
digitaliseeruvates heaoluriikides. Töö käsitleb kolme peamist uurimisküsimust:  
(1) Millised uued nõudmised tekivad heaoluriigile seoses tööturu digitaliseerimisest 
tingitud muutustega? (2) Kuidas tuleks digitaalse heaoluriigi raamistikku ümber 
kujundada, et see arvestaks nii tehnoloogilisi võimalusi kui ka töötamise uue ajastu 
surveid? (3) Kuidas saab eksperimentaalne valitsemine toimida analüütilise ja praktilise 
raamistikuna, et kohandada heaoluriike nende muutuvate nõudmistega? 

Nende küsimuste käsitlemiseks kasutab doktoritöö interdistsiplinaarset ja 
kvalitatiivset uurimisviisi, mis hõlmab juhtumiuuringuid, võrdlevat analüüsi ja 
teooriaanalüüsi. Empiiriline analüüs põhineb Eesti ja Soome juhtumiuuringutel, uurides 
digitaalse heaoluinnovatsiooni näiteid, sealhulgas Eesti ettevõtjakonto lahenduse 
juhtumiuuring, poliitikakatsetuste praktikate võrdlus ja Eesti töötuskindlustussüsteemi 
analüüs. Uurimistöö tugineb mitmele andmeallikale, sealhulgas poolstruktureeritud 
intervjuudele poliitikakujundajate ja ekspertidega, poliitikadokumentide analüüsile ning 
sotsiaalkindlustuse õiguslike mehhanismide hindamisele. 

Uurimistöö peamised tulemused näitlikustavad, kuidas praegused arengud digitaalse 
heaoluriigi valdkonnas pigem taastoodavad heaoluriigi struktuurseid tõkkeid, selle 
asemel et soodustada süsteemset kohandumist või uudsete lähenemiste leidmist. Eesti 
ettevõtjakonto ja töötuskindlustussüsteemi juhtumiuuringud näitavad, kuidas kehtiv 
sotsiaalkaitsemudel koos digitaalsete lahendustega, kuigi teoreetiliselt paljulubav, ei 
arvesta ebastandardsete töövormide reaalsusega, tekitades soovimatuid lünki 
sotsiaalkaitses. Doktoritöö järeldab, et vaja on põhjalikumat heaolupoliitikate 
ümberkujundamist, mis seoks tööturu muutumise dünaamika paindlike ja kaasavate 
heaolumudelitega. 

Töö üheks keskseks panuseks on eksperimentaalse valitsemise käsitlemine 
strateegiana nende väljakutsete lahendamiseks. Kuigi poliitikakatsetused on üha enam 
levinud meetod uute poliitiliste lahenduste testimiseks kontrollitud tingimustes, on 
nende roll heaolupoliitikate struktuursete üleminekute võimendajatena jäänud seni 
alahinnatuks. Uurimistulemused viitavad sellele, et kui eksperimentaalne valitsemine on 
üles ehitatud kaasavusele ja pikaajalisele institutsionaalsele õppimisele, võib see aidata 
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heaoluriikidel tööturu muutustele paindlikumalt reageerida. Siiski takistavad sellise 
lähenemise tõhusust sageli poliitilised ajaraamid, institutsionaalne inerts ja lühiajalisele 
efektiivsusele keskendunud eesmärgid. 

Doktoritöö järeldab, et kuigi digitehnoloogiad pakuvad uusi võimalusi heaoluriikide 
innovatsiooniks, tuleb neid siduda kohanemisvõimeliste valitsemismehhanismidega, mis 
võimaldavad iteratiivset õppimist ja süsteemset muutust. Eksperimentaalne valitsemine 
võib pakkuda selleks potentsiaalse tee, kuid see nõuab muutust mõtteviisis – katseid ei 
tohiks käsitleda eraldiseisvate poliitiliste sekkumistena, vaid need tuleks integreerida 
laiemasse pikaajalise heaoluriigi arengu raamistikku. Tulevased teadustööd peaksid edasi 
uurima, kuidas eksperimentaalse poliitikakujundamise meetodeid saab 
institutsionaliseerida heaoluvalitsemise struktuurides, tagamaks seda, et digitaalsed 
heaolupoliitikad jääksid õiglaseks, kaasavaks ja elujõuliseks murranguliste 
digitehnoloogiate jätkuva arengu tingimustes. 

Doktoritöö panustab nii teoreetilistesse kui ka praktilistesse aruteludesse digitaalse 
heaoluriigi, eksperimentaalse poliitikakujundamise ja tööturu muutumise teemal. 
Ühendades poliitikakatsetuste vaatenurga tööturu digitaliseerimise dünaamikaga, pakub 
doktoritöö uudse vaate sellele, kuidas riigid saavad ümber kujundada oma 
heaolupoliitikaid, et paremini toetada töötajate ja ühiskondade vajadusi digiajastul. 
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Appendix. Publications I–V 

Publication I 
Vallistu, J. (2023). Digital social security accounts for platform workers: The case of 
Estonia’s entrepreneur account. International Social Security Review, 76(3), 3–24. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/issr.12337 (1.1)  

https://doi.org/10.1111/issr.12337
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XYZ[\Y]Ẑ_Y]̀a_b̂]̀a[bc\̂Zde[f̂[ghijklmnopqrsrptrsrpuvwxyvzw{jvzk|j}{zk|x}~y{w����j}{zw{jvl

��

���������������������������������������������������� ���¡¢����¡¢£���������¢���������¢����¤� ¡�¥������¥�£���£���¦��§�����¡��̈���¡�©������ª� ���¡����«����������¬¢��������¥���������®����������̄���������������� ���¡¢����¡¢£��������°���°£���������±����̈���¡�©������ª� ���¡������²�������²��³�©́�����£��������µ�§������ ¡����������£� ���®�����§��®�������ª�£����



��������	
���������
������
����������������	�����������
�����������
�
�����
���
�����
�������
�����
����

�	�������������
�
	����	
�
��
��
������
�����
������
	��
� !�"���
���
�������������
�	
�	
�
�	��������������
	
��	
�	
�
������	���	�
�������#���
	�����
�	
�	
�
�	��������������	
���
	����
�����
���������������
����
����
��
�	���������
	��
�$%!������	
��	���
�
�������

�	
�	
�
�	������������������
����
���
	�
��������
������
���������&�����������
����	��
���
�������
�
�����	��������' ()*+,**)-."���
����
��
���
���
����������
��	��������������
�����
	�/���
�
�������
	��
����	���	�������
����
�����	��	�
�	
�
���
�������
	���� ����� � �	����� ����
	 �� ��	�
	� �0
���� ���1��
�
���%2$'!�3�

���������������	� ��	�����
�
��
����	��
���
��	����������	�����
������
��
���������
��	�����
���0�	���
�����	� ��	�
	�����������
���������
�
�����	
��	�����
������
�
	������		
����	�������
�
���������
�"�
���
��
��
���������	
��	�������������
��
������	
�����
����
������
������
��
�������	���
���
������
����
�
�
�
����
������
����������
�����
�

��
���
�������
��	�����
	��
�������	���	�
	��3����������
���	
��
��	
����������
��������
�
��
������
���������	
�
��������
����
�
���������	��	��������������������� �
�������
	
��	����
�
����
���� �������4���� ��� 
����
	��
����	��	���	
�������������
������
�	
�
�
����
	���
�
����������������
�����������	���
���5�
�������	��
�

��
���
�������
��	���������	� ��	�
	����
�	
��������	���
�������
��	��	���������������������������	
�����4
�����	���	�
	�6����
	
��	
����������
�"��������	���
����������������	��
�

��
���
�������
��	�����
	��
�������	���	�
	��
�
�������	�
�������
	
��	���	
�����
	��
��7���������

�	
�	
�
�	���������
���%2$'�&�����������
��
�
�
����
����������������
��	�����������������
�����
�	��������	��������	����
�3�
���������
�����	
����	���������������8�	�
����%2�
	�
���	 2�
	�
���	����
	������

�	�
	�����
���
�'� 9���
%2%2�&������������
������	������
	
������
�����
��
	��������	�
���	�	�������
���������	�
	���
�
������
��:��
�����	������
	�����	
�����
��0�	��	
����	�������

9
	���
����7
�
;��

()<)=>?*-+)>?*@+,A)=B>++-,.=*C-AD?>=C-AEF-AG@A*HIJ@+>*@-CK*=-.)>L*@.=A@DA@.@,A>++-,.=

MNOPQNROSTNRUVTWSRUVPWXQSOYZP[SP\]̂_̀abcdefghgeighgejklmnkolp_kòq_rpòqmrsnpltuvv_rpolp_ka
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���������������������������� �����!�������"#��"�$������ �������%��#�!�����&��������$"�������!����'��$�������"����������#��%����"#���!����"�()*+,)*-+�������"��.���������.���/�0���%��!��'��!��������'������$�������"��������"������.���"�� ��$�������"�/12#����"���������"�!�"!�������'����3�/�4��"����1��$�������3#�"�3�������. �"#��"����5����� ��$�������"6/�4��"�����7�����8����������������3��'�"#����"��"����.���'�"��������"'������'���&����������$"�������!����'��$�������"����������#������"�$������ %�������"���� /�9#�������"�����7�����8�'��!��������!���"#�"������������"�'��������$�������"����������#���:��������"�����'�"#�������'�����������#�����;%����"����<����� =���"#�������'�����������������#���������������"���. ���''����"�" �����'��������/�4��"����>������!���/?@�ABCDEDFDGE�GC�HGIDJK�BLHBMDNBEFO���� ��$�������"���������"����������"�:P����������������Q�!��1RS8;%��������"#���$��"������"���"!��%������!����'���"�����#����.�����''�����:'����������3���'�"#������.�"��%����%��/�/%�0����������T��"��.������1RS>U�T�!&���#"��"���/�1R1R;/�V�������������������:�/�/����������;%�"#��"����5�$�������"6�" ������ �#�������"#��������3���������������'����"�����������=������"�������"�����:WX2;�:0����������T��"��.������1RS>U�T!�"�����SYY<U�9����������W�����1RSY;/�Z��"#���"#����$"����%��� ������ ���'����[���&��"#�����!�"�������"#��"��������������"����'�"#���������"�$����"#��\4����"#��SY]R��[�#���.������.������������5�$�������"6�:T!�"�����SYY<U��̂!�&�����"���/�1RR>U�Q����3���1RS<U�_��������Q�3��""�1RS>;/V��"#�����"����%�3����"�'���"#������������!��/�2#����'���"�����'������ ��$�������"�3������� �������'����3�̀��"����������� ��������"�"��"�!����"�&���. ����������"�������=�"���:�;�"���������.�!"�"#�������"���'�����3������ ����!"���%�3#��#�����.��!����������������'���'!�"#�������� �����������:T����aT������1R1R%�SY<U�Q����3���1RS<%�S]7U�b�c����������Q!�"����1RSd%�Sd>]U�_��������Q�3��""�1RS>%�>YU�b���������e�=�!��1RR>%�SdY;/�V������$�������"%�����3������ ����!"�������5"������!"����"��"�����������"���"�������������"����"������'�"���%������%����������f�����"���6%�.!"��"����5��"������"����������������'��'�����������"#�"��!.��g!��"� ���!���#����"#����"��"�����'�3����������"������������6�:Q����3���1RS<%�S]7;/�h$�������"������5"������� ������������.�����"�����"�����3�"#�!"���������"������ ������g!�����6�:b�c����������Q!�"����1RSd%�Sd>d;/9���������������� ��$�������"����5����������"#�"�������"������������"#��!�#�����$�����"���"��"����"��"��"���3������6�:b�c����������Q!�"����1RSd%�Sd><;/�0��T����aT������:1R1R%�SY<;��$������%�����$�������"����5��"��"������ ���"�!��"�������6%�#���5�������� ��"�!�"!��������������"��"�� 6%�����������"���5��3���'����"���%���������%������"�6/�2#���'���%��'������������"�i!�"�"������!"�����"#������3%��"��������"����!�"�"��������� ��$�������"�!������"#��� �"��������������������g!�����"��������'�����"������������"�.���#��/�2#�������!������"���'�����'����#��&�������!�"���������������3#�"#���"�����"��!��"#���$�������"%���i!�"��"%�������"��!�����������!��:T����aT������1R1R;/�V���"#���3����%�3��'����3�"#��!�����"�������3#���. ������ ��$�������"�"�����������"���"����5'���3#�������"����������������������"����!������� ���''!����6�.!"����5�!�����'!��������������"�����"���" ��������"������!���������������� ���"�����"#�"�������i��"�����"���''����������� ��&���6%�3�"#�"#�������"��������"#���!�%��'��!�����'!��:Q��������1RR]%�7;/1�\��'!���������3���'���.���"�� ��$�������"��"#�"���!���.�������#"'!��'���"�$������ �#����.�������������. �9����������W�����:1RSY;�����0�������b��j=��!$�:1R1S;/
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���������������������������� ��!"�#$%&'(��)�������������*��++��� *�� ����,,�!��*����� ������-������#����������..�!��� .��++�*�� ����� /�*��+�+)!�� *�(0���/�*)��*�)���,���*+ ��"�+���1�����*���! ),+����)��+�� �������,� �� ������*�.�!�*��!��*����2�. ������1,����1,�!�*��! �1 ������*! ��������������� /��*��*���3)��-��*�! �1 ���� *�4��� !5�6787�9:;<=>;?:@ABC?�D:EAFG�DAE:HIJ�/�*�����*)��� )��!��,,�*�����*/ ,/�+��*�KLM�0����-���-� .��*�* �����.�����,�� 1�� *��. ����1�����*��,�����1 ,�!-��N*������,����0�* *O��*+ ��"�+�1 ,�!-�1�, �����-� ..����*��,���*���/��� )������1 ,�!-�1�, �����5��� ������ )����*���1 ,�!-��11� �!���*���! *.�*�+������*�0��*+P �� *������,,��)����� .�����1 1),��� *� ��Q)���+�!�� *�0��*+��,, ��������*�� +)!�� *� .���1 ,�!-��*���1����O�������**���#R��,�-�����,��$%&ST�U����,,-�$%%VT�W ��*+�X��*�$%&ST�Y�����*+�Z �,����$%&[(��\*,�5��KLM�0����-�+ �]̂ _��*���,���*+ ��"��� *0��,�� )������-���-��*!,)+��! �1���� *���������! *�� ,��� )1�#̀��,�1��*�����,��$%$&(��N*� �+���� ����/����+������1�����*��0�� ��/��0�1�, ����� ),+��*���,����������,�����*�� .�! *!������-������ ��1� !������� �,���*�.� �������#�����W ��*+�X��*�$%&ST�a�������,��$%%'T�̀��,�1��*�����,��$%$&(��̀, ����*��,��1 ,�!-��5����� ���������*+��+Q)������ ,)�� *���. ���� ,,�*����� )��*��� *�,,-�#W ��*+�X��*�$%&ST�Y�����*+�Z �,����$%&[(��U ������1,�0���� /��*��*����-�����*�������+��*�����������������1�� *���11,��+�� �!  1����� *��������*���������*�)*�/����������*+�! �1�*����#�����!����� *� .��*+)�����,�1� .��� ����1�(� ����+)!�*������1�-� ,,����� .�����O,�/�,�������!������ �5�*�����! �1�*����! ),+�.�!�,����������! ����!��,�"��� *� .�����!�������!���X)!������1�� *����-����.����������+������� ���)*�/����������*+�! �1�*������. ����11,-�*�������� ��,,��X1�!��,�������������. ���*� )*+�� �5����! ),+�.�������� ..���+��*�� ������� *�� .�����! )*��-�� �������������������! ),+������)��.),��*���)��*��. ������ *�,�+�/�, 1��*���N*�����b\�! *����0�����1 ,�!-�1�, ���!�*��,� ���5������. ��� .������*��+�..���*������� ,)�� *���*�������������������[U)������ ��0� ��*��� ����������,,��!�,�0�1�, ���!�*�. �����1 ,�!-��** /��� *���*+���+�����+�/�, 1��*�� .�*���1 ,�!-�+����*��#Y�����*+�Z �,����$%&[(��̀ ,�!-�1�, ���!�*��,� �.�!�,������,���*�*��� ��� � /��! �����1,���*���� *�����������*+���1� /��1� !������#b���,������,��$%&c�T�W ��*+�X��*�$%&S(0����!�����������!�)!��,��*�����!���� .�����*��* /�,�1��* ��*���N*��++��� *0�1�, ���!�*�!���,-"�������+ 1�� *� .�1 ,�!-��** /��� *���� )���def ]̂g_hi_j]k�� ����*���1 ,�!-�!�*������1,���*��+��)!!���.),,-�#L��!5,�*+�����,��$%$&T�b���,������,��$%&c�T�Z)���������,��$%$%(�L �1���+�� �KLM�0����!����3)����!,���,-�+�.�*�+��*1)�O )�1)�O��!��*����0�* *O��*+ ��"�+�����1 ,�!-�1�, �����-����� ���.,����,���*����������)1��*+��,, ����� ���� ,����!���������*�� .���*�������)�����,� 0�KLM����*+�� ���5��, *����������*+���*!��1 ,�!-O��5������-�1��.���� �)*+����5�����1,���1 ,�!-�1�, ����*� �+���� ����������*. ����� *�.������#�*+��*�,�*������������,�!� ��,�!-!,��(�#W ��*+�X��*�$%&S(0����!����-�����*���1 ���*���+/�*������*�����1 ,�!-��M��������0�� ��/��0���*)����� .�!��,,�*����.�!�+��-�* *O��*+ ��"�+�1 ,�!-�1�, ���U����0��*�! *������� �KLM�0�����!�)��,�!,������ ),+�������*�.�!�*�,-����5�����*!�����+ �* ��5* ��l� �������������+�1 1),��� *�� ),+���/��.���+��*���������*!�� .��������*�m�#U����,,-�$%%V0�[�U ������1,�0�n���!��/��&'''PVcPbL�. ����������1 �����,��-�. ����������������� ��11,-�����+)!�+�o�M������ *�,�� �O�*��*��/�����/�!���� �!������Q ����M����/�,)��� *� .�������1�����*���-�����L ������ *��*�$%%p���/��,�+������������+)!�+����������������* �����*�,���+��*� �, ����! *�)����1��!����*+�* �!,������1�!�� *���1, -��*��������! ),+�����+�*��.��+��M�)�0��������! *!,)+�+������l�)!������)���������)�)�,,-�* ��/��-��..�!��/���*+�����! ���� ������)+��������������*���,��� *�� ��*-���1�!����������)������������/�� *������! * �-m�#o�*�J����,��*+�o�*�n�Q!5�$%&&0�cqc(�pV
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	III The author of the thesis contributed to the literature review and helped define the research gap together with other authors. The author conducted a proportion of the interviews in Estonia and Finland, transcribed the data of the conducted interviews, and was one of two coders for the project. The author also co-wrote the theoretical and empirical sections and revised the manuscript together with the author group during the submission process.
	IV The author of the thesis contributed to the development of the conceptual framework and co-wrote the article together with the research group. During the research process, the author also participated in the conceptual discussions underpinning the article.
	V The author of the thesis was the sole author of the article and independently developed the theoretical framework, conducted the literature review, and wrote the analysis.
	1 Introduction
	“/…/to date, astonishingly little attention has been paid to the ways in which new technologies might transform the welfare state for the better. Instead of obsessing about fraud, cost savings, sanctions and market-driven definitions of efficiency, the starting point should be how existing or even expanded welfare budgets could be transformed through technology to ensure a higher standard of living for the vulnerable and disadvantaged and to devise new ways of caring for those who have been left behind and more effective techniques for addressing the needs of those who are struggling to enter or re-enter the labour market. That would be the real digital welfare state revolution.”
	(Philip Alston in the Report of the Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and Human Rights (aka the Alston Report), p. 23).
	The rapid evolution of the labour market driven by digital technologies has raised pressing questions about how governments should adapt social policies, social protection mechanisms, and labour market approaches to meet their commitments to citizens in a changing world (Larasati et al., 2023; Petropoulos et al., 2019). These discussions are unfolding within the broader framework of the future of the welfare state (Pasi & Misuraca, 2020). In this thesis, the welfare state is viewed as a flexible and evolving system through which governments manage social risks and ensure citizen well-being while reducing inequality (Briggs, 1961). It is not a fixed institution but rather a dynamic social relation, shaped by the historical and societal context in which it operates (Fuenfschilling & Truffer, 2014; Garland, 2016). 
	Novel forms of work are emerging as a result of the digital transformation of work (de Stefano, 2016; Palier, 2019). These include platform-based, freelance, and gig work, disrupting traditional employment categories and creating new opportunities as well as risks and vulnerabilities (Spasova, 2017; de Stefano, 2016; Behrendt et al., 2019). On the one hand, work is becoming much more fluid – independent of one’s physical location or employer, involving multiple employment forms (Huws, 2014; Bauman, 2013; Beck, 2014) and employing increasing human-digital configurations (Baptista et al., 2020). A good example to illustrate this tendency is the emergence of digital nomadism, which, in many cases, means self-employed digital work independent of one’s location (Richter & Richter, 2020). On the other hand, the digital transformation of work has meant that the risks previously taken care of by the state or the employer are shifting more towards the workers themselves (de Stefano, 2016). There are also new risks emerging (Larasati et al., 2024; Dunleavy & Margetts, 2023). Today, digital platforms are not just facilitating work—they are redefining the very nature of labour and the relationships between employees, employers, and the state (Vallas & Schor, 2020). The platformisation of work is not limited to digital labour platforms but has become a key characteristic of different kinds of work due to algorithmic management, data-based control, and new feedback systems (Huws et al., 2019).
	These shifts challenge the welfare state’s ability to deliver on its fundamental promises of security and stability, particularly as the boundaries between traditional employment, self-employment, and non-work blur (Cherry, 2016; Joyce et al., 2023). Throughout this thesis, the author uses the term “the new era of work” to succinctly describe the structural shift in the labour market and work organisation driven by digital technologies, which impose novel demands on welfare states.
	Governments are increasingly intrigued by the potential of digital technologies to shape existing welfare state systems (Alston, 2019; van Toorn et al., 2024). Digital technology is seen not only as a disruptor but also as a potential enabler of novel solutions that provide security to workers in this fluid, fast-evolving labour landscape; not to mention promising a more efficient service delivery (Lee-Archer, 2023). Advanced data analytics, platform-based services, automated decision-making mechanisms, and other digital tools form the backbone of what is now termed the digital welfare state (van Zoonen, 2020; Engin & Treleaven, 2019; Larasati et al., 2023). However, this shift can convey false promises. Rather than creating structural adaptations to the new era of work, the digital solutions in the realm of the welfare state are focusing on process digitisation without rethinking the underlying social frameworks and policy models (Alston, 2019; van Gerven et al., forthcoming). This approach fails to address the broader consequences of an ever-more fluid labour market and risks perpetuating deepening inequalities (Alston, 2019; Dencik, 2022). A broader perspective on the evolving requirements of the welfare state is essential in an era marked by rapid transitions. 
	At the same time, there is an overarching sense of living in the “risk society” (Beck, 2014), with the labour market being only one of the many areas experiencing profound disruption. Environmental crises, geopolitical tensions, and the recent pandemic are just some of the unprecedented challenges and uncertainties that have spurred calls for novel governance approaches. These approaches must address growing complexity through increased collaboration (Bryson et al., 2015; Bianchi et al., 2021) and enhance the coherence and effectiveness of governance mechanisms to navigate long-term societal change (Loorbach, 2009). Anticipating diverse future challenges to inform today’s actions has become an essential focus (Mallard & Lakoff, 2011). As Dufva and Dufva (2019, p. 26) put it: “from the futures standpoint, one could see the disruption as an open window for change. The question is therefore which direction to take.”
	One of the approaches proposed to explore these windows of change and to deal with complex policy challenges is policy experimentation (Bravo-Biosca, 2020; Rangoni & Zeitlin, 2021). Experiments can be defined, time-limited tests of new policy solutions that provide information for further policy decisions (Bravo-Biosca 2020, p. 195; McFadgen & Huitema, 2018; Nair & Howlett, 2016, p. 69). Experimenting has been suggested as a strategy for dealing with novel challenges and uncertainty (Rangoni & Zeitlin, 2021; Voß & Simons, 2018). As a result, an experimentalist turn in policymaking has been emerging (Huitema et al., 2018). This shift includes the emergence of “experimentalist governance” (Sabel & Zeitlin, 2012) and the “randomistas” approach to development (Kvangraven, 2020). Furthermore, the design-in-government and design-thinking movements (McGann et al., 2018) have resulted in governments creating new units of behavioural insight and experimental policymaking (Tõnurist et al., 2017). While it is believed that experimenting has a role in strengthening evidence-based policymaking (Sanderson, 2002), it is equally seen as a way to comprehend developments in complex systems (Bravo-Biosca, 2020) and to tackle novel technological developments (Ranchordas, 2013). 
	Yet, it remains unclear whether and how experimental policymaking can live up to these promises in an era where incremental changes to policies seem insufficient in finding the “new normal”. Researchers have highlighted the lack of development frameworks when discussing experimentation beyond one-off interventions and rather as a governance approach (Sabel & Zeitlin, 2012). The gap in studying experimentation as a governance approach is particularly noticeable in the field of social and welfare policy experimentation, while sustainability transition studies have extensively explored this issue over the past few decades (see, for example, Kivimaa & Kern, 2016; Schot & Kanger, 2018; Grin et al., 2010; Elzen et al., 2004).
	While a growing body of research explores the digital welfare state as a sociotechnical system (van Gerven et al., forthcoming; Winby & Mohrman, 2018), there remains a gap in analysing the potential of experimentation as a promising approach in the field of digital welfare policies. Public policy experimentation and experimental governance is a potential approach to navigate this complexity, enabling the development of novel configurations that integrate diverse stakeholder perspectives and potentially steer the system towards more desirable outcomes (Bravo-Biosca, 2020; Eneqvist, 2022). 
	With this gap in mind, this thesis aims to study the interlinkages between the novel demands on welfare states in the new era of work, how governments are addressing these demands through digital welfare state approaches, and how policy experimentation could serve as a means to better adapt to these new demands. Three research questions are thus posed:
	1. What new demands are emerging for the welfare state due to digitalisation-driven changes in the labour market? (Articles I, II, V)
	2. Which considerations must be taken into account to reconfigure the digital welfare state to achieve a more balanced and inclusive approach that addresses not only technological opportunities but also the pressures of the new era of work? (Articles I, V)
	3. How can experimental governance serve as an analytical and practical framework for adapting the (digital) welfare state to the evolving demands of the new era of work? (Articles I, III, IV, V)
	These issues are analysed in five publications. The single-authored Article I, “Digital Social Security Accounts for Platform Workers: the Case of Estonia’s Entrepreneur Account” (2023), is a case study on digital social security accounts and their role in enabling a more balanced welfare state approach in the new era of work. The case study of the Estonian entrepreneur account exemplifies how adopting a novel digital solution does not necessarily lead to a structural shift in responding to the requirements of the new era of work but can reinforce the previously existing social security solution. While the creation of the entrepreneur account was not framed as an experiment, the case is tightly connected to issues of experimental policymaking. It demonstrates how the new solution could have benefitted from a more open and potentially experimental policy design to rethink the transitions perspective in social policy.
	The single-authored Article II, “Bridge to Security: Exploring Unemployment Insurance for Solo Self-Employed in Estonia”, is a case study that examines the Estonian unemployment insurance system from the perspective of the solo self-employed, including platform workers. The article is part of a special issue for the European Journal of Social Security, touching upon unemployment insurance for self-employed workers in Europe. The writing of the article was preceded by an expert group meeting in Antwerp in spring 2023. The motivation for the article stems from technological developments on the labour market, which create an increasing number of opportunities for (solo) self-employment and platform work. However, such workers become vulnerable to risks they would not have to face as employees in a standard employment relationship (SER). On the one hand, the article showcases new vulnerabilities stemming from technological developments on the labour market. On the other hand, the article provides an in-depth analysis of the complexities of existing welfare state structures. It also shows how the mental models prevalent in policymaking and rooted in traditional understandings of work might influence the reluctance to change.
	Article III, “It Is About Time! Exploring the Clashing Timeframes of Politics and Public Policy Experiments”, is co-authored with Ringa Raudla, Külli Sarapuu, and Nastassia Harbuzova. The article explores the political dimension of policy experimentation, and more specifically, the clash of experimental timeframes with political cycles and problem cycles, using the Estonian and Finland case studies as examples. It showcases why policy experimentation cannot be treated as a neutral research activity and how various power dynamics, stakeholder relationships as well as motivations play a crucial role in agenda-setting, design, and learning from experiments. 
	Article IV, titled “To Experiment or not to Experiment in Tax Policy?” (2023), is a collaborative paper by the research group working on the project of experimental policymaking (Ringa Raudla, Külli Sarapuu, Egert Juuse, Nastassia Harbuzova, Kerli Onno, and Aleksandrs Cepilovs). It examines the promises and pitfalls of public policy experimentation in the field of tax policy from a theoretical perspective. The article also explores the potential of using experiments to address novel technological challenges, analysing different experimental designs.
	Article V, “Navigating the Digital Horizon: Challenges and Opportunities for Social Security Systems in an Era of Data Transformation”, included as an appendix, is a single-authored theoretical analysis of the issues of digitalisation. It delves into the future challenges of the welfare state, such as digitalisation, datafication, the increasing power of private digital platforms, and the challenges of the new era of work. It was published as part of the KU Leuven’s research project in a book Living and Working Tomorrow (2035). Challenges for Social Security (Administration). It offers an analytical perspective on the implications of labour market transitions in a digitally-enabled era for social security systems and administrators, highlighting the novel challenges that lie ahead. 
	Rather than focusing solely on the potential of experimentation within the field of the (digital) welfare state, the thesis provides a comprehensive walkthrough of the broader problem area. It is structured as follows: Chapter 2 outlines the research approach of the doctoral thesis. Chapter 3 establishes the theoretical foundation by first examining the shifts brought about by digital technologies in the new era of work. It then analyses contesting welfare state ideas for the future, alongside emerging digital welfare state approaches, as detailed in sections 3.1 and 3.2. The chapter concludes by examining the role of experiments and experimental governance in shaping and advancing changes in the digital welfare state. Chapter 4 presents the key findings of the thesis, structured around the three central research questions posed. Chapter 5 concludes the thesis and discusses further avenues for research. 
	The thesis contributes to the ongoing discourse on the evolving role of the welfare state in the context of digital transformation and shifting labour markets. It specifically focuses on the new requirements emerging in this context and how the digital welfare state approach addresses them. It shows how the current trajectory of the digital welfare state approach largely ignores the need for a structural adjustment to better address the new requirements that the changing nature of work poses. The thesis demonstrates that by maintaining this trajectory, welfare states risk failing to adapt to structural changes, thus ignoring critical gaps in social protection, further deepening inequality and taking on a long-term financial burden of caring for people who have fallen through safety nets. These gaps are exacerbated by the growing role of private digital platforms, which blur traditional employment boundaries. The thesis analyses how these gaps are particularly pronounced in areas related to the emergence of solo self-employment, such as platform work, where traditional employment-based models of social security fail to offer comprehensive coverage, leaving many workers exposed to income insecurity and precarious conditions.
	In this context, the thesis advocates for a reconfiguration of welfare state policies to address the structural shifts in the labour market driven by digital technologies. It highlights the importance of considering alternative welfare models – such as hybrid and universalist approaches – to ensure that protection extends beyond standard employment relationships. The research demonstrates how innovations like digital social security accounts can act as stepping stones toward more inclusive welfare systems when combined with strategic policy experimentation and co-production approaches.
	In this light, the thesis also takes an in-depth look at policy experimentation as a promising governance tool to manage the uncertainties and complexities of the new era of work. It explores how experimental approaches can foster institutional learning and policy innovation, enabling governments to test, adapt, and scale solutions that meet the evolving needs of workers. Through case studies in Estonia and Finland, the research reveals how political timeframes, institutional settings, and stakeholder dynamics influence the success of experimental governance initiatives. One of the key findings shows that while policy experimentation has great potential in the field of digital welfare state innovations, experiments are often constrained by short-term political goals and a lack of alignment between the pace of policy change and the evolving needs of the labour market. As a result, policy experiments risk becoming isolated initiatives rather than serving as catalysts for systemic transformation. The thesis argues that embedding experimentation as a continuous and adaptive governance approach is crucial for ensuring that welfare states remain resilient and responsive in the face of rapid labour market transitions.
	Adopting an interdisciplinary approach, the thesis explores the interlinkages among multiple problem areas. Instead of undertaking an in-depth examination of any single topic, it offers a research agenda-style analysis of the changing nature of work in the digital era, the digital welfare state, and the role of experiments and experimental governance in shaping these systems. One of its main contributions lies in integrating diverse scholarly streams of thought, including studies on social protection and labour markets, investigations into the digital welfare state, and the role of experiments and experimental governance in ideating, designing, and learning from innovative solutions. By doing this, the thesis adopts a normative stance on experimental governance. Rather than questioning whether experimental approaches should be used at all, it critically examines how their transformative potential can be effectively positioned within the context of the future welfare state.
	2 Research strategy
	This thesis provides an interdisciplinary perspective on the intersection of three key domains: (1) the changing nature of work in the digital era; (2) state responses through the digital welfare state; and (3) the potential of experimental policymaking to address the challenges of the welfare state in this changing environment. This work is a cumulative thesis that results from published peer-reviewed articles in academic journals (I–IV) and one book chapter (V). The articles have been published as part of the project on experimental policymaking in Estonia and Finland financed by the Estonian Research Council (Grant PRG1125). However, they each followed a different research logic and process.
	The choice and use of social science methods are closely tied to the researcher’s assumptions about reality, grounded in epistemological, theoretical, and methodological perspectives (Crotty, 1998). In this thesis, the research approach aligns with a constructivist and interpretive policy analysis tradition, emphasising socially constructed meanings and the co-production of knowledge (Callon, 1999; Jasanoff, 2004; Burr, 2015). This perspective acknowledges that technological and social developments are interrelated and co-evolving, allowing for a deeper analysis of these interrelations that shape the future of the welfare state. 
	Given these ontological and epistemological viewpoints, the thesis predominantly employs qualitative methods within a case study framework. As Yin (2015) notes, qualitative research is well-suited to capturing the complexities of phenomena, providing a holistic view and incorporating multiple stakeholder perspectives. Accordingly, the thesis draws on a variety of data collection methods in addition to a literature review, including interviews (Articles I, III), legal analysis (Article II), and document analysis (Articles I–V).
	The articles encompass single case studies (II, III), comparative case studies (IV), and interdisciplinary theoretical analyses (I, V). The choice of a case study method reflects its strength in enabling an in-depth examination of complex phenomena in real-world settings (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2018). The choice of case studies aligned with the aims and focus of each separate research article. The Estonian entrepreneur account (I) was chosen as a unique digital solution in the field of the welfare state. Furthermore, this analysis was complemented by the analysis of the Estonian unemployment insurance system (II). This way, the thesis discusses Estonian welfare state design from the perspective of the social security system design as well as the digital welfare state aspects. 
	Choosing Estonia and Finland as the subjects of the comparative case study (III) stemmed from their strong interest in policy experimentation, while demonstrating different outcomes and approaches in the field. Both of these countries have parliamentary democratic systems and are neighbouring countries in Northern Europe, with seemingly similar public administration systems. Thus, the case reveals systemic factors that have enabled the top-down and more widespread policy experimentation in Finland, while in Estonia, experiments have mostly been conducted at the grassroots level of the public sector. 
	The methodological approach of the thesis articles is presented in Table 1, along with the main research problem, aim, data collection method, level of analysis, and research questions of each article. 
	Table 1 Methodological approaches of the publications
	Article I is an individual case study of the Estonian entrepreneur account as a social security solution for atypical workers. It combines qualitative data analysis (policy documents, Estonian labour and entrepreneurship regulations) with 13 semi-structured interviews conducted from late 2019 to early 2021 with stakeholders associated with the entrepreneur account, including policymakers, platform managers, platform workers, self-employed workers. The methodology was designed to allow for an in-depth exploration of how digital solutions like the entrepreneur account address social security challenges for platform workers. It considers the viewpoints of different stakeholders while highlighting the account's limitations and potential for broader application. 
	Article II is based on a combination of policy and legal analysis, complemented by a socio-economic contextual overview of unemployment schemes and their outcomes from the perspectives of platform workers and self-employed individuals in Estonia. Official legal documents and policy papers served as the primary data sources for the analysis.
	Article III is a qualitative comparative case study on experimental policymaking in Finland and Estonia, based on a total of 66 interviews conducted by the research group on experimental policymaking (32 in Estonia and 34 in Finland). Interviews included officials from central government institutions such as the Government Office, Prime Minister’s Office, fiscal and financial policy institutions, and other public organisations. Participants represented different hierarchical levels (top-level, middle-level, and expert-level officials) and perspectives from various ministries and agencies. MAXQDA was used for coding the interview data. First, a theoretical framework was developed based on previous research on temporal timeframes, political and policy cycles, and experimental timeframes. Then, the theoretical framework was compared with the results of the interviews. The article combined deductive (based on the theoretical framework) and inductive (emerging themes from interviews) approaches to data analysis. 
	Article IV is a theoretical analysis of experimental policymaking approaches in tax policy. It adopts a comparative framework to analyse the promises and pitfalls of experimental approaches in tax policy, specifically focusing on the comparison of RCTs, policy pilots, and design experiments. 
	Article V is primarily a conceptual work that synthesises theoretical perspectives on the digitalisation of social security. It draws conclusions for social security administrations and proposes ideas for future scenario narratives.
	3 Theoretical framework
	The thesis begins by outlining the novel issues that arise from digitalisation and the changing nature of work, along with proposed responses for the welfare state. It then examines the digital welfare state approach and the problems stemming from a lack of structural adaptation to these developments. Finally, it explores the role of experimentation as a way of addressing these complexities.
	3.1 The digital nature of work and new requirements for the welfare state

	In most developed nations, employment has generally occurred in the form of a standard employment relationship (SER), characterised by continuity, full-time work, and a direct employer-employee connection (Schoukens & Barrio, 2017; International Labour Organization, 2016). While structural shifts in the labour market have often come with disruptions, requiring workers to adjust to new realities, the historically evolved contractual and institutional relationships revolving around the SER have provided a framework for addressing sudden risks from the perspectives of workers and society.
	The emergence of digital technologies – particularly the rise of digital labour platforms since 2008 – has significantly transformed the nature of work, challenging traditional labour market frameworks based on SER. Multiple forms of non-standard employment (NSE) have emerged, such as platform-mediated self-employment and casual work. In addition to digital technologies and platformisation, the rise of the services sector, globalisation, and the changes in organisational strategies have added to the pressures behind the rise of non-standard employment (International Labour Organization, 2016). 
	The structural changes associated with digitally enabled labour market shifts can be characterised by three trends: 1) the fragmentation of tasks and the emergence of diverse ways of organising work, such as the atomisation of companies, self-employment, and other atypical types of work (Lane, 2011; International Labour Organization, 2016; de Stefano, 2016); 2) the blurring of boundaries between employment and entrepreneurship alongside the fragmentation of legal work categories (de Stefano, 2016); and 3) the growing prevalence of algorithmic management of work (Huws, 2014; Jarrahi et al., 2021). On the one hand, these developments are characteristic of platform work—a distinct category of digitally mediated labour. Platform workers can be defined as: “persons selected online from a pool of workers through the intermediation of a platform to perform personally on-demand short-term tasks for different persons or companies in exchange for income” (Schoukens et al., 2018, p. 223). Different studies completed over the past ten years have shown that an increasing number of people have engaged in platform work, either on a regular basis or occasionally. For example, in Estonia, Vallistu and Piirits (2021) found that about 7 per cent of the working-age population engages in platform work regularly while almost a quarter have tried it at least once. 
	At the same time, the platformisation of work has extended these dynamics to more traditional forms of employment, embedding algorithmic management, data-driven control, and rapid feedback mechanisms into mainstream labour practices (Huws et al., 2019). As noted by de Stefano and Aloisi (2019, p. 1) “Naturally, nonetheless, these problems go much beyond platform work and extend to a far vaster area of work that does not fall in the realm of the standard, open-ended, full-time employment relationship (SER).” Similarly, Joyce et al. (2019) explore the social security dynamics of platform workers, stating that due to combined social protection approaches and diverse contractual arrangements, the most effective policy responses would target the issues of insecure work on a more general level. 
	This change in the labour market, referred to as “the new era of work,” represents a structural shift rather than a mere technological adjustment, necessitating a fundamental rethinking of social policies and the roles of the welfare state (de Stefano, 2016; Berg, 2015, I, II). More frequent and systematic vulnerabilities, such as income instability, lack of social protection, and limited access to benefits (OECD, 2018) are symptoms of the increasing mismatch between a welfare state designed for the needs of a standard employment relationship and the new era of work. While the topics covered in this thesis are often addressed through the lenses of social policy, social security, or social protection, these traditional categorisations are typically constrained by existing policy frameworks and legal considerations. These shifts present numerous challenges beyond the scope of traditional social protection and welfare systems. For example, the discussion about the classification of workers – whether platform workers fall under the scope of self-employed or employment categories – illustrates how potentially novel categories are discussed within previously established frameworks. What can be considered an extensive digital transformation of work would mean that existing legal frameworks are too constrained to describe the emerging challenges (Cherry, 2016; I, II). 
	Such approaches often leave limited room for exploring entirely novel perspectives. Therefore, this thesis adopts a broad approach by investigating the concept of the welfare state as a comprehensive framework for analysing the challenges and opportunities of the new era of work from the perspective of public policy. The welfare state has long been understood as a framework through which governments address social risks and provide security to citizens. This thesis adopts the understanding that the welfare state is not a fixed institution but rather a dynamic social relation embedded in the historical and societal context in which it operates. Fuenfschilling and Truffer (2014) frame the state as an “ideal type” where institutional sectors shape society through control structures, actors with power, strategies, authority, and norms. As such, the definition of the welfare state goes beyond mere welfare provision for the poor; it is conceived as a “fundamental dimension of the modern government” (Garland, 2016, p. 2). The new era of work, in combination with the changing demographic situation, has left the European welfare states confronting existential questions about their future (European Commission, 2023). 
	First, an increasing number of workers are transitioning from “employment” to self-employment, assuming risks traditionally associated with entrepreneurship (Behrendt et al., 2019; Vallas & Schor, 2020). However, under the algorithmic management of digital platforms, solo self-employed workers often bear the risks without corresponding opportunities for entrepreneurial rewards (Dunn, 2020), thus becoming dependent self-employed workers (Petropoulos et al., 2019). Platform workers, along with some self-employed workers, might not only be less protected but might fall entirely outside the scope of traditional social protection systems (de Stefano & Aloisi, 2019). Second, the irregularity of work schedules and the mixing of legal forms complicate the determination of legal thresholds and eligibility criteria for accessing benefits or services, creating gaps in coverage (Behrendt et al., 2019). Lastly, governments face novel challenges arising from algorithmic management and the platformisation of work (Rosenblat & Stark, 2016). These include addressing unemployment among self-employed individuals whose primary income originates from labour platforms, ensuring transparency in algorithmic decision-making, and navigating the complexities of global digital platforms that mediate work without a local physical presence.
	Scholars and analysts have put forth competing and alternative propositions on how states could fundamentally rethink welfare policies to address the challenges of the new era of work. For example, making legislative changes to worker classifications, such as creating intermediate legal categories for the economically dependent self-employed (Behrendt et al., 2019; De Stefano, 2016). Other suggestions include revising eligibility criteria to make benefit and service thresholds more flexible (Behrendt et al., 2019) or moving towards a universalist (Behrendt & Nguyen, 2018) or a human rights-based approach (Alfers et al., 2017; Razavi et al., 2022). More radical alternatives propose shifting from employment-related schemes to collective insurance models (Eichhorst et al., 2020) or implementing universal basic income as a solution to address inequalities and administrative burdens (Balliester & Elsheikhi, 2018; Joyce et al., 2019; Razavi et al., 2022). These propositions require moving beyond piecemeal reforms or viewing technology as a cure-all (Grosh et al., 2022). Structural changes to cope with the new era of work necessitate a departure from the traditional work-related social protection model based on the SER, which includes revising contractual arrangements or eliminating less expensive contractual options that benefit employers (Aloisi, 2022). Such changes would also mean redistributing responsibility between workers and employers (Behrendt et al., 2019) and expanding protection beyond specific employment contracts (Kuddo et al., 2015). Adopting a broader structural framework, such as the social protection floor anchored in universality, adequacy, portability, transparency, and risk-sharing, would also require rethinking social rights and the financing mechanisms of the welfare state. 
	Although these propositions emerged relatively early after the platformisation of work highlighted significant structural shifts, they have not gained much traction in policy discussions or implementation. Despite the evident need for comprehensive reform, these ideas remain largely underexplored or sidelined (Behrendt et al., 2019).
	3.2 Digitalisation and the new trajectories of the welfare state

	The aim of this section is to show that despite the early recognition of the structural shifts brought about by the digital transformation of work, efforts to advance these proposals have largely stalled, leaving structural reforms underexplored or sidelined (Alston, 2019; Behrendt et al., 2019). Instead, governments have predominantly turned to digital technologies to reinforce existing welfare state institutions, framing the digital welfare state as more efficient and personal than the previous non-digital ones (Alston, 2019; Lee-Archer, 2023). The notion of the digital welfare state gained prominence with Philip Alston’s report on human rights for the United Nations (2019) where he warned humanity against “stumbling zombie-like into a digital welfare dystopia” (p. 1). Initially, the term “digital welfare state” was used by scholars in relation to data, e.g., when referring to data-driven social policy (Van Zoonen, 2020) and dataism, which is the belief that data can be used to make the best decisions regarding the welfare of citizens (Pedersen, 2019). Although van Gerven (2022) asserts that the debate is “conceptually fuzzy” (p. 251), over time, the digital welfare state has started to be associated with a broad digital technology development used for shaping the social and administrative functions of the state. As defined by van Toorn et al. (2024): “Broadly speaking, the digital welfare state refers to a particular state formation in which wide-ranging digital technologies, including automated decision-making systems, algorithms, big data analytics and artificial intelligence (AI), are integrated into the administration and provision of welfare services by government agencies, which, in some cases, are then delivered through a complex set of contracted providers.” (p. 508)
	Positioned at the intersection of two social science disciplines – digitalisation and welfare states – the digital welfare state poses a challenge for researchers as a rapidly evolving interdisciplinary field (Toorn et al., 2024). Multiple viewpoints can be adopted when discussing the digital welfare state.
	On the one hand, digitalisation has now allowed governments to design their welfare systems to become more human-centred by offering tailored, adapted, and more personalised services and interventions, often associated with efficiency gains (Lee-Archer, 2023). New digital solutions continue to emerge to tackle social security challenges (I, V). From the perspective of social security, it has allowed administrations to “record through digital data, a living history of people’s experiences of social risks” (Lee-Archer, 2023, p. 4). This includes a vision for a lifespan approach, more proactive services, and an invisible state where citizens' needs are anticipated and addressed seamlessly, minimising bureaucratic friction and maximising accessibility, equity, and responsiveness in welfare provision. The use of digital technologies by governments, such as government portals, digital identities, smart contracts, distributed ledger systems, big data, blockchain technologies, AI technologies, the Internet of Things (IoT), roboadvisors, intelligent assistants, etc., has the potential to “revolutionize the government” (Engin & Treleaven, 2018, p. 448).
	The prerequisites of these types of solutions are the implementation of “once-only” principles, “one-stop-shop” service delivery portals, and a heavy reliance on data-based infrastructures (Peña‐López, 2020). Other types of digital solutions serve to identify the risk of fraud (van Zoonen, 2020). A new level of personalisation is potentially on the horizon thanks to the continuous growth of artificial intelligence solutions.
	Finally, an advantage of digitalisation is seen in pre-emptively shaping the behavioural aspects of citizens with data-based solutions (Engin & Treleaven, 2018). For example, such approaches were used during the COVID-19 pandemic through contact-tracing applications, text messages to warn about distance requirements, and digital identity verifications (Whitelaw et al., 2020). Additionally, digital solutions hold significant promise for influencing citizen behaviour in the field of pension savings or the gamification of healthy behaviour. 
	Despite the possibilities of using digitalisation as a means to shape modern welfare policies, the emerging “digital welfare state” has received overwhelming criticism from scholars concerning the efforts of embedding digital solutions into social and welfare policies, claiming that the current digitalisation trends are insufficient in addressing systemic challenges, while the accelerating data transition in social policy entails considerable risks (see, for example, Alston, 2019; Zuboff, 2023; Dencik et al., 2019). As Engin & Treleaven (2018) note regarding the use of digital technologies in government: 
	“/…/ the issues around the use of private citizen data, fairness of algorithmic decision-making practices, transparency of public operations, the accountability for any damages caused by computer-assisted processes and the natural threat of potential job-losses are all extremely valid and timely considerations.” (p. 458)
	The most fundamental data-related issues have emerged regarding the question of privacy and control. Countries have started to experiment with data as an instrument for social policy in a way that goes under the radar of democratic decision making (van Zoonen, 2020). The high level of private sector involvement in developing much of the digital welfare state infrastructure is seen as highly problematic for prioritising profit over social equity and locking the public sector in with private sector solutions (Alston, 2019), as well as raising concerns about the emergence of the “surveillance welfare state” (Fenger & Simonse, 2024). 
	Another set of issues revolves around the data-deterministic approach of the digital welfare state in the context of incumbent or path-dependent data approaches. Reliance on outdated approaches has hindered the transition towards real-time data and the various data sources needed to really move towards a human-centred approach, as service delivery remains fragmented and data interoperability is low (Lukersmith et al., 2016; Lee-Archer, 2023). This means that while there are claims that public institutions over-use data, they also struggle to leverage data optimally due to technical and structural limitations, underutilising the potential of data for genuine welfare improvement.
	Furthermore, the risk of algorithmic biases and the lack of transparency in data-based decisions are considered major challenges for governments (Henman, 2020; Dencik et al., 2019). There are cases from multiple countries that show how automated decision-making (ADM) and datafication have led to the miscalculation of benefits or wrongful accusations of fraud (see, Eubanks, 2018 for the USA cases; Hadwick & Lan 2021 for the Dutch childcare scandal). 
	The “digital-only” solutions may not meet the expectations or needs of the citizens due to their channel preferences and inability to participate in the digital realm because of connectivity or digital ability issues (Welby & Tan, 2022). Thus, digital services would require a more thoughtfully designed approach, utilising design thinking and service design (Mergel, 2022). 
	To sum up, while digital welfare tools hold potential for enhancing efficiency, accessibility, and personalisation, critics warn that they create new forms of government control and limits to citizen activity (Lindgren et al., 2019; Dencik, 2022), risking the creation of “digital poorhouse” (Eubanks, 2019). “Systems of social protection and assistance are increasingly driven by digital data and technologies that are used to automate, predict, identify, surveil, detect, target and punish” (Alston, 2019). Thus, they risk exacerbating inequalities and reinforcing existing power imbalances if not carefully governed (Dunleavy & Margetts, 2023). 
	Most importantly, the novel digital solutions do not seem to respond to the transformative pressures of the welfare state, instead reinforcing or merely reacting to previously discussed emerging challenges (Alston, 2019; II, V). Digitalisation holds the potential to enable governments to come up with entirely novel ways of structuring the welfare system (II, V) and to “design new disruptive digital systems” (Campbell & Hanschitz, 2018, p. 2). These include the shift towards account-based and portable social security systems (II, Freudenberg, 2019) accounting for different types of income data. Importantly, digitalisation also facilitates novel ways of funding through digital record keeping and online tax account systems (Casey & Castro, 2015). Yet, these solutions have not led to a structural shift in the welfare state (I). 
	Despite this overwhelming criticism, it can be assumed that governments will continue to use digitalisation and datafication approaches and render their welfare systems increasingly digital. Along with the rest of the digital turn trajectory, the digital welfare state is expected to become the new normal. This clearly indicates a need to broaden the technology-normative perception when designing and implementing digital welfare state solutions. It is essential to consider the effects beyond mere efficiency gains from digitalisation and to achieve a more balanced development from society’s viewpoint (I, V). 
	One of the reasons for these shortcomings is that the sociotechnical nature of digitalisation is overlooked, exacerbating the policy implementation gap (van Gerven, forthcoming). Technological progress does not occur in isolation, it is inherently intertwined with ongoing societal developments (Mazmanian, et al., 2014; Jasanoff & Kim, 2019; Orlikowski, 1992; Johnson & Acemoglu, 2023). Understanding the interaction and co-evolution of both would have to be a requirement in designing novel digital welfare approaches. 
	3.3 Experimental governance as a way towards novel reconfigurations of digital welfare states

	Although calls for a “systemic” change of the welfare state are gaining ground, practical pathways toward more balanced social policies and welfare state configurations remain underexplored. This thesis explores experimentation as one such pathway that has been previously suggested by scholars.
	3.3.1 What is policy experimentation?

	Policy experimentation refers to policy-relevant tests conducted by government organisations to generate evidence on the impacts of new policy solutions and inform decision-making (Bravo-Biosca, 2020; Heldeweg, 2015; McFadgen & Huitema, 2017; Nair & Howlett, 2016). Experiments are temporary and reversible interventions, tested within restricted environments defined by time, space, or scope (Heldeweg, 2015; McFadgen & Huitema, 2017). Their goal is structured learning – generating data and insights about both intended and unintended policy impacts (Haynes et al., 2012; Bravo-Biosca, 2020). In general, experimental designs can be divided into three ideal groups: randomised controlled trials (RCTs), non-randomised policy pilots, and design experiments (IV).
	An experiment progresses through iterative cycles of design, real-world testing, and redesign, ensuring adaptability and responsiveness (Stoker & John, 2009; van der Heijden & Hong, 2021). Some types of experiments, such as some policy pilots, are grounded in design thinking, which emphasises systems thinking, user centrism, creativity, and continuous recalibration (Clarke & Craft, 2019; Ansell & Bartenberger, 2016). In contrast, experiments like RCTs follow a more structured approach, focusing on controlled conditions to understand the causal conditions of the project, policy, or program tested (Bravo-Biosca, 2020). 
	Policy experiments provide a mechanism for generating knowledge that might otherwise remain inaccessible. They enable policymakers to test proposed policies on a smaller scale before broader implementation, reducing informational asymmetries and refining policy designs (Bailey et al., 2017). This approach facilitates evidence-informed policymaking by identifying intended impacts, unintended consequences, and stakeholder responses (Sanderson, 2002; Ranchordas, 2013). 
	Experiments are increasingly viewed as an approach for introducing and governing change: 
	“The idea behind experiments in a real-world context is that they can provide a clear manifestation of a possible future, an opportunity to explore alternative trajectories, and an arena for different actors to share problem definitions and different perspectives, and, most importantly, to develop practical actions that can be achieved through learning-by-doing.” (Eneqvist, 2022, p. 16).
	The increasing complexity and uncertainty of contemporary challenges – ranging from technological disruption to societal transformation – has elevated the need for experimentation as a means to navigate and address novel solutions (Rangoni & Zeitlin, 2021; Voß & Simons, 2018). Experimental approaches are claimed to be well-suited for understanding complex systems where actors, institutions, and policies continuously evolve and interact (Bravo-Biosca, 2020). Moreover, they are seen as critical in responding to disruptive technological and societal developments, creating momentum for a broader change (Berkhout et al., 2010). Beyond informing individual policy decisions, experiments have the potential to facilitate broader institutional and social change. They act as catalysts for long-term systemic transitions by aligning emerging ideas, practices, technologies, and social relations into new socio-technical configurations that challenge and potentially transform existing regimes (Fuenfschilling et al., 2019). This alignment process is critical for fostering institutional learning and building capacity within governance systems. Furthermore, experiments contribute to the development of novel institutional arrangements and governance models, offering pathways for creating more adaptive and resilient systems (Borrás & Serger, 2022).
	3.3.2 Limitations of policy experiments

	Despite their promises, policy experiments have also faced significant criticism. One of the most frequently cited issues is the restricted scale and scope of experimentation. Typically conducted as small-scale, time-bound initiatives, experiments are designed to test specific interventions in controlled or semi-controlled conditions. While these localised efforts provide valuable insights, they often fail to capture the broader systemic impacts that emerge during large-scale implementation (Bauknecht et al., 2020; Werner & Riedl, 2019). This limitation is particularly relevant in welfare state reforms, where structural interdependencies and multi-level governance require an understanding of cascading effects across interconnected systems.
	Another critical limitation is the temporal nature of policy experiments. Short-term initiatives often cannot capture the long-term dynamics of interventions, such as delayed effects, unintended consequences, or shifts in stakeholder behaviour. These challenges are particularly pronounced in areas like taxation or welfare reform, where cumulative impacts over extended periods are crucial for evaluating the success of a policy (Burtless, 1995). In the digital era, where rapid technological developments interact with slower-moving institutional frameworks, this temporal mismatch can undermine the validity and applicability of experimental findings.
	Policymaking is often shaped by the logic of electoral cycles, accountability demands, and the need for immediate results. This contrasts sharply with the open-ended, iterative nature of experimentation, which relies on uncertainty, adaptability, and ongoing refinement (Voß & Simons, 2018). The “political dynamics” surrounding an experiment may determine its fate, including who reaps the benefits and who bears the costs (Huitema et al., 2018). Limited resources, ideological conflicts, and competing priorities exacerbate these challenges, making it difficult to secure the institutional commitment necessary for meaningful experimentation (Bravo-Biosca, 2020). For welfare state reforms, this tension is particularly problematic as political incentives often favour short-term wins over systemic, long-term solutions.
	A further critique relates to the vagueness of how experiments contribute to broader transitions and transformations in practice (De Bruijne et al., 2010; Ghosh et al., 2021). While experiments may successfully demonstrate specific innovations, their ability to catalyse large-scale structural adaptation remains uncertain. This limitation is especially relevant for issues within the welfare state, as such issues are often characterised as “wicked problems” (Rittel & Weber, 1973) – complex, interdependent challenges that resist definitive solutions. The inherent unsolvability of such problems raises questions about the extent to which experimentation can meaningfully address them.
	In the context of the digital welfare state, these limitations are further magnified by the rapid pace of technological change, which can render experimental insights obsolete before they are scaled or institutionalised. Moreover, digitalisation introduces its own set of “wicked” challenges, such as ensuring data security, balancing equity with efficiency, and addressing algorithmic biases – all of which require systemic and adaptive responses that go beyond the scope of isolated experiments.
	3.3.3 Experimental governance for the welfare state

	One way to address the criticisms levelled at policy experiments is to shift the focus from individual experiments to the broader concept of experimental governance. Eneqvist (2022) argues that experiments often target large (sustainable) transformations and should therefore be conceptualised not as isolated events with limited timeframes but as a governance approach. Similarly, Kivimaa et al. (2017) emphasise the potential of experiments to drive regime change, suggesting that meaningful adaptation comes not from merely scaling up unique experiments but from creating a network of experiments that can shift systems toward new dominant designs. This aligns with the idea of transition governance, which emphasises the importance of long-term sustainable outcomes achieved by fostering short-term innovation at societal and not merely policy levels (Loorbach, 2009).
	In the context of the digital welfare state, experimental governance provides a framework for addressing the challenges posed by the changing nature of work and rapid technological developments. As digitalisation disrupts traditional employment structures and introduces new socio-technical configurations, welfare systems must adapt to include platform workers, self-employed individuals, and other non-standard labour forms. Experimental governance could enable policymakers to test and refine inclusive solutions while addressing systemic inequities.
	However, to achieve systemic change, experimental governance should extend beyond the execution of isolated experiments and represent a broader framework of interconnected processes. Eneqvist (2022, p. 38) describes it as embracing “collaborations, experiments, and partnerships that create hybrid organizations informed by competing logics and informal shadow structures.” This iterative, networked, and systemic practice (Laakso et al., 2017; Sabel & Zeitlin, 2012) could be applied to address the complexity of the digital welfare state, where technological, institutional, and social innovations must align. By engaging in iterative cycles, policymakers can refine socio-technical solutions and foster adaptability to address emerging challenges (Fuenfschilling et al., 2019), such as the need for dynamic unemployment systems or portable social security mechanisms.
	The participatory dimension of experimental governance is critical for ensuring that welfare solutions are not only technologically viable but also socially inclusive and legitimate (Laakso et al., 2017; Loorbach, 2009). This is especially relevant in the context of digital welfare, where the risk of marginalising vulnerable groups is significant. These groups could include the digitally disadvantaged or groups historically disqualified from standard welfare state systems. By engaging diverse stakeholders in the design, implementation, and evaluation of experiments, participatory processes foster co-creation, which balances competing interests and ensures equitable outcomes (Ansell & Bartenberger, 2016). Governance, in this sense, reflects the patterns of interaction among social, political, and administrative actors (Kooiman, 2003). Lange et al. (2013) argue for a multidimensional governance framework that integrates political processes (politics), institutional structures (polity), and substantive policy content (policy).
	Research on sustainability transformations offers valuable insights for understanding the potential of experimental governance in welfare systems for systemic change (see, for example, Grin et al., 2010; Elzen et al., 2004; Geels, 2011). Strategic niche management, for example, has shown that experiments can serve as protected spaces for testing and learning about new technologies while fostering their adoption (Kemp et al., 1998). However, achieving meaningful change requires experimentation not only within niches but also across broader socio-technical regimes and landscapes (Fuenfschilling & Truffer, 2014). For digital welfare systems, this might involve testing innovations in social security delivery while also rethinking underlying institutional frameworks and data governance.
	Building on this, Kivimaa et al. (2017) identify four purposes of experiments in societal transitions: niche creation, market creation, spatial development, and societal problem-solving. In the case of digital welfare state systems, experiments can drive innovation in social security models, promote interoperability across systems, and address equity issues. Moreover, Weber and Rohracher (2012) identify four transformational system failures – lack of directionality, misaligned demand articulation, inadequate policy coordination, and reflexivity failure – which experimental governance must address to create meaningful transitions in welfare systems.
	Finally, the co-evolutionary nature of experimental interventions and their surrounding systems is particularly relevant for digital welfare states. Experiments interact with and shape broader socio-technical dynamics, making it challenging to isolate their effects. Instead, the success of experimental governance in this context should be evaluated based on its ability to foster stakeholder collaboration, catalyse systemic change, and address structural challenges, such as the inclusion of non-standard workers or the development of ethical data practices (Geels, 2002; Voß & Simons, 2018). 
	4 Key results and discussion
	In the introductory chapter, the author pointed out that it is equally important to consider and understand the new demands on governments and welfare systems emerging from the digitalisation of work (Articles I, II, V); to understand the role of digital welfare states in responding to these novel challenges (Articles I, II, V); and to grasp the logics, opportunities, and pitfalls of (digital welfare state) experimentation as a means of responding to such novel challenges (Articles I, III; IV). The thesis, therefore, covers the field of inquiry holistically by discussing the welfare state problematic (the problem space), exploring potential solutions within the welfare state (the solution space), and providing insights on experimentation as a potential approach (the method). The key findings of the thesis are discussed according to the three research questions posed in the first chapter.
	What new demands are emerging for the welfare state due to digitalisation-driven changes in the labour market? 
	Article I examines the Estonian entrepreneur account, a pioneering initiative that supports solo self-employed individuals, including platform workers. One private Estonian bank provides this as a regular bank account, automatically taxing entrepreneurial income. Tax payments contribute toward gaining social security benefits, such as health and pension insurance. While the entrepreneur account can be considered innovative among the calls made to governments to leverage their data and digital tools (see, for example, Behrendt et al., 2019; Freudenberg, 2019), it provides a more in-depth understanding of how critical mismatches between the design of the social security system and the realities of non-standard work unfold. For example, account owners must meet specific thresholds to maintain continuous health insurance, requiring regular contributions while the irregular income patterns common among platform workers and solo self-employed often result in insufficient contributions (Schoukens, 2020; Pesole et al., 2018; I). Similarly to many European social security systems for the solo self-employed (see Matsaganis et al., 2016), the entrepreneur account system leaves many solo self-employed individuals without effective coverage, rendering it effectively voluntary for its participants. 
	Article II builds on these insights by examining the options for solo self-employed individuals to access unemployment insurance within the Estonian system. Historically, the unemployment system in Estonia was designed with traditional employees in focus. However, as the findings emphasise, solo self-employed individuals also face significant external risks of losing their income. This became especially evident during the COVID-19 crisis where external circumstances left a substantial number of self-employed people without work (II; Schoukens & Weber, 2020). For standard employees with traditional contracts, the system is straightforward. However, for solo self-employed workers, the thresholds or requirements of formal employment make it very complicated, if not impossible, to secure against unemployment (II).
	These two cases reveal stark discrepancies between the “old” (existing) system and the expectations of the new era of work. First, the tax and benefit thresholds designed for standard employees fail to account for the irregular income patterns of the solo self-employed. Article I illustrates this by showing why account holders fail to meet the minimum thresholds for health insurance due to their vulnerable economic position. Among the interviewees, an event was described in which an account holder lost their access to health insurance at a crucial time due to a late payment by the client. This anecdotal example shows how the format of the entrepreneur account can become an unreliable solution for solo self-employed individuals seeking to secure their access to health insurance. Another illustrative aspect is that the average monthly income of account users is often below the required minimum, leaving them exposed to risks of inadequate social protection, in line with the findings of other studies in the EU (Joyce et al., 2019; Huws et al., 2019).
	A second key finding, particularly evident in Article II, concerns the dual division between employment and entrepreneurship in existing legal frameworks. The entrepreneur account places users in a legal limbo, without clear classification as either employees or traditional self-employed workers, thus leaving them solely responsible for their working conditions (e.g., sick leave, working hours, etc.) (I). Additionally, there are multiple legal categories the self-employed can use. For example, they can register their own company (OÜ) and be employed by it, they can register as a sole proprietor (FIE), or opt for an independent contractor status via a special contract form (contract under the Law of Obligations Act (VÕS)). Each of these legal forms implies a different tax obligation, potentially varying levels of protection, and ultimately different net earnings (II). In many cases, such as platform-mediated work, the digital platform defines the permissible contractual arrangements. Most Estonian digital labour platforms, for instance, engage only with private companies as service providers (I, II). Consequently, it is up to each platform worker to make provisions for their social security and working conditions. The Estonian context highlights how the solo self-employed must navigate multiple legal categories, each with its own rules and opportunities. Articles I and II demonstrate how it shifts the responsibility as well as risks to the workers themselves. Self-employed individuals must be knowledgeable of their social security options and the long-term implications of their choices. As the literature suggests, self-employment is often a choice for lower-income groups to benefit from reduced tax burdens (Dunn, 2020). At the same time, these groups of self-employed people are also economically more dependent (on one client or platform) which in itself is more correlated with lower social protection coverage (Joyce et al., 2019). This reveals structural patterns of vulnerability among groups of self-employed individuals.
	The findings also emphasise the broader societal implications of excluding these workers from comprehensive social security systems. Minimising social security contributions for short-term economic benefits undermines the workers’ long-term security and increases the burden on the welfare state. The broader welfare system ultimately bears the costs of exclusion when individuals lack access to unemployment insurance, pensions, or health insurance, redirecting resources from other critical areas. Demographic shifts will further exacerbate this issue in the future, as ageing populations increasingly rely on contributory employment-based systems for sufficient retirement income. Without reform, the exclusion of platform workers and the solo self-employed risks perpetuating inequalities, undermining social cohesion, and imposing unsustainable costs on welfare systems in the long run (I, V, European Commission, 2023).
	These cases underline the need for a fundamental redesign of welfare systems to address the mismatch between traditional frameworks and the demands of digital labour markets. Articles I and II highlight the importance of greater flexibility and inclusivity in social security systems to accommodate diverse work forms. Article V, while theoretical, expands on this by suggesting a shift toward more universal, human rights-based approaches, which could better address the complexities of platform work and self-employment. Furthermore, the articles highlight the importance of shifting the mindset and acknowledging that self-employment is not always a voluntary entrepreneurial position, while stressing the importance of educating workers about the long-term costs of inadequate contributions (II, V).
	Ultimately, it is necessary to make choices about long-term welfare priorities now. Acknowledging the systemic costs of excluding non-standard workers is crucial to designing a welfare system that balances immediate economic realities with long-term sustainability.
	Which considerations must be taken into account to reconfigure the digital welfare state to achieve a more balanced and inclusive approach that addresses not only technological opportunities but also the pressures of the new era of work? 
	Articles I and V discuss how governments are increasingly using data and digital tools to reshape welfare states, often leveraging technological opportunities to modernise service delivery. The entrepreneur account discussed in Article I emerged from the technological possibility of automated data exchange between the tax authority and a private bank. Similarly, global examples of the use of digital technologies by governments show that the increasing reliance on such tools in welfare provision can now be considered the new normal (e.g., Mattfolk & Emfeldt, 2019). However, the Estonian case highlights significant shortcomings in the conceptualisation and implementation of these systems, which frequently fail to adequately address the new requirements outlined in the previous section.
	Digitalisation is not merely about introducing e-government tools but involves a broader opportunity for a systemic change in how welfare is designed, administered, and delivered (I, V, Dunleavy & Margetts, 2023, Lember et al., 2018). This perspective aligns with Alston’s (2019) argument that the digitisation of the welfare state should target structural changes rather than replicate existing systems in a more digital or data-centric form. Article I demonstrates how a narrow focus on technical feasibility shaped the entrepreneur account, rather than addressing the systemic challenges of non-standard employment. While the automated taxation and health insurance mechanisms represented an administrative breakthrough, they failed to accommodate the irregular income patterns of platform workers and solo self-employed individuals, effectively excluding many from continuous coverage. This demonstrates that technological solutions, no matter how innovative, cannot substitute for structural reforms that align welfare systems with the realities of the digital era (I, V).
	The role of private companies in digital welfare systems also requires careful consideration. Article I demonstrates that a private bank implemented the Estonian entrepreneur account as a commercial product, integrating diverse data sources like tax records, employment data, and social security contributions. While this collaboration facilitated a technically advanced solution, it centralised control among a limited number of actors and sidelined broader societal voices. Dufva and Dufva (2019) caution that platform-led models run the risk of consolidating power among technologists and entrepreneurs, often excluding marginalised groups. Article V highlights that governments’ digitisation efforts are occurring amidst a broader wave of digital transformation and evolving digital-human interactions, which shape citizens’ expectations of novel solutions. The article warns that, over time, private solutions might compete with and even outperform state-provided welfare services (Mattfolk & Emfeldt, 2019). Such private-sector dominance may undermine the long-term sustainability of state welfare systems, exacerbate inequality, and accelerate welfare system privatisation. Future designs of digital welfare systems must thus consider the interests of diverse stakeholders to prevent the potential deepening of power imbalances. Articles I and V emphasise the importance of co-production in digital welfare initiatives, where vulnerable populations and other stakeholders actively participate in shaping policy design and implementation. 
	Article I highlights how legacy systems, such as Estonia’s unemployment insurance framework, have become so complex and path-dependent that introducing meaningful reforms presents significant challenges. The findings reveal that the implementation of digital tools often occurs within existing institutional logic, potentially reinforcing outdated frameworks instead of addressing the structural inequities of platformised and fragmented labour markets.
	To achieve a more balanced and inclusive digital welfare state, it is essential to assess social impacts before implementing lasting changes. Articles I and V advocate for iterative and experimental approaches that allow policymakers to test and refine digital welfare initiatives, as discussed in the next section.
	How can experimental governance serve as an analytical and practical framework for adapting the (digital) welfare state to the evolving demands of the new era of work? 
	Policy experimentation has been increasingly proposed as a way to address complex societal challenges, including those posed by the digitalisation of work. However, its potential must be critically assessed, particularly in terms of how and under what conditions experimentation can drive systemic change in welfare systems adapting to the demands of the new era of work. Drawing on findings from Articles I, III, IV, and V, this section focusses on (some of the) key aspects that need to be considered for experimentation to work towards adaptive digital welfare state policies.
	A key finding across the articles is the necessity of collaborative and co-creative approaches to ensure the systemic impact of experimentation. Article I highlights how siloed decision-making processes and technocratic priorities shaped the Estonian entrepreneur account, excluding platform workers and solo self-employed individuals whose needs the system was meant to address. Without an experimental phase or input from diverse stakeholders, the initiative failed to effectively tackle the structural challenges of non-standard employment. Article III reinforces this point by examining the Finnish basic income experiment, where the limited inclusion of political actors and stakeholder perspectives contributed to the lack of continuation beyond the initial two-year trial.
	As the findings show, experimentation that excludes marginalised groups and alternative perspectives risks perpetuating existing inequalities instead of addressing them.
	Collaborative and participatory approaches are thus crucial for the effectiveness and legitimacy of experimental governance. Article V underscores the importance of participatory governance frameworks that balance technological efficiency with socio-ethical considerations. Participatory visioning methods and understanding alternative scenarios can help align experiments with long-term societal goals (Kivimaa et al., 2017; Jasanoff & Kim, 2019). Articles II and V also point to the importance of integrating diverse perspectives into agenda-setting processes to ensure that experiments address real-world complexities rather than narrow policy objectives. Eneqvist (2022) supports this view, emphasising the need for informal collaborations that bridge divides between public and private sectors, as well as between technocratic and participatory approaches. 
	Another issue arising from the findings is the inherently political nature of experimentation. While often framed as a neutral research activity, experimental initiatives are deeply embedded in political dynamics and shaped by competing interests, value conflicts, and institutional logics (III; Checkland et al., 2023). Article III illustrates the tension between short-term political pressures, such as electoral cycles and public opinion, and the long-term goals necessary for systemic change. Policymakers may prioritise experiments that promise quick, visible results, thereby limiting their scope to incremental adjustments rather than addressing deeper structural challenges (Voß & Simons, 2018). In the worst case, these pressures can discourage experimentation altogether, which is seen in politically sensitive areas like welfare reform. The political dimension can also influence the choice of the experimental design, depending on the role and desired outcome of the exercise (III, IV). RCTs could be employed to assert some specific causality and test out an expected outcome while policy pilots can work towards finding solutions (IV).
	The political dimension of experimentation ties closely to legitimacy. Articles I and V emphasise the need for embedding experimental outcomes into governance frameworks that are transparent, participatory, and aligned with societal values. Legitimacy also depends on addressing institutional barriers and ensuring that experiments foster trust and accountability. Ghosh et al. (2021) highlight that legitimacy requires the systematic evaluation of experiments and their alignment with transformative societal goals. Similarly, Weber and Rohracher (2012) identify political and reflexivity failures as critical barriers that experimental governance must address.
	Finally, the findings stress the need for institutional adaptation to support experimental governance in the digital era. Articles I and V argue that digitalisation requires institutions to develop new capabilities, including the ability to integrate experimental insights into long-term policymaking and to foster a culture of learning and reflexivity. Ghosh et al. (2021) call for an explicit experimental culture that leverages evaluation practices to ensure experiments are transformative.
	The new demands for the welfare state are primarily explored in the findings of Articles I and II, which present case studies of the Estonian entrepreneur account and an in-depth analysis of the Estonian unemployment insurance system. Both examine the Estonian social security framework through the lens of platform workers and the self-employed. Across Articles I, II, and V, the findings illustrate how digital technologies exert significant pressure on welfare states to adapt to new labour market realities. Social protection systems have traditionally relied on stable, long-term employer-employee relationships. However, the proliferation of non-standard work forms encouraging self-employment, disrupts these foundational assumptions and exposes gaps in social protection systems.
	5 Avenues for further research
	The thesis highlights several key results that warrant further investigation. First, it demonstrates how the current trajectory of digital welfare state development risks deepening structural inequalities, particularly for vulnerable groups such as platform workers and the solo self-employed. Despite the promise of digital tools like social security accounts, these innovations often fail to achieve systemic change due to their limited focus on technical feasibility rather than addressing broader structural challenges. Secondly, research reveals that experimental governance offers potential for developing more responsive and adaptive welfare policies. However, its success heavily depends on political timeframes, institutional settings, and the involvement of diverse stakeholders. Private digital platforms increasingly shape welfare service delivery, raising critical questions about public accountability, control over data, and the role of public-private partnerships in shaping the future of welfare systems.
	Several important topics emerged while writing the introduction of the thesis, each deserving further exploration. First, the legitimacy of the experimental policymaking process and experimental outcomes deserve further research. While the public sector is under pressure to adapt to increasingly complex environments, the trend of undermining democratic decision-making processes has been a concern for scientists and policy analysts over the past decade. Digital welfare state reforms have mostly been driven by technocratic actors who have faced scrutiny from populist movements in recent years and been subject to low public trust (Esmark, 2021). Future studies could investigate which types of experimental set-ups (co-creative or expert-led) lead to higher levels of legitimacy and the eventual scaling up of experiment results.
	Secondly, experimental governance and long-term systemic change in the field of digital welfare policies need more attention. Laakso et al. (2017) argue that for the systemic effect of experimentation to occur, several smaller scale experiments or multiple parallel processes that leverage opportunities for change to shift the wider focus should take place. Future studies could examine which kinds of experimental approaches – and the more specific mechanisms of experimental governance – produce long-term transitional and transformative changes within the welfare state design. This stream of thought has been established within the socio-technical transitions studies (see, for example, Schot & Kanger, 2018). Future analyses could examine the socio-technical nature of digital welfare states and whether lessons learned from experiments in the field of transition studies could also apply to social challenges related to the (digital) future of work and labour markets (van Gerven et al., forthcoming). 
	Finally, and closely tied to the previous themes is the question of anticipating and envisioning the future as part of the experimental process. While experiments are said to help governments anticipate change, the specific mechanisms by which future scenarios are developed and integrated into the experimental process and design needs to be studied. Shedding light on these processes would also help to answer some crucial questions on the agenda-setting mechanisms of experimentation and the agency of participants. One way or the other, the question intersects with the inherently political nature of experiments as the choice of a long-term agenda is also a political question. 
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	Abstract
	Reimagining the Digital Welfare State through Experimental Governance: Adapting to the New Era of Work
	The rapid evolution of the labour market, driven by digital technologies, has introduced profound shifts in employment structures, work organisation, and social protection systems. These transformations raise pressing questions about how governments should adapt their welfare state frameworks to meet the evolving demands of what can be called the new era of work. While the concept of the digital welfare state has emerged as a response to these changes, current approaches often focus on digitising existing approaches rather than addressing the novel structural needs. This thesis explores the role of policy experimentation and experimental governance as a potential approach to reimagining and steering digital welfare policies towards a more favourable trajectory.
	The research is motivated by a critical gap in existing literature: while much has been written about the digitalisation of welfare systems and the rise of experimental policymaking, little attention has been paid to how experimentation can serve as a governance tool for addressing systemic challenges in increasingly digital welfare states. The thesis seeks to answer three core research questions: (1) What new demands are emerging for the welfare state due to digitalisation-driven changes in the labour market? (2) How should the digital welfare state be reconfigured to address both technological opportunities and the pressures of the new era of work? (3) How can experimental governance serve as an analytical and practical framework for adapting welfare states to these evolving demands?
	To address these questions, the thesis employs an interdisciplinary and qualitative research approach, incorporating case studies, comparative analysis, and conceptual exploration. The empirical work is based on case studies from Estonia and Finland, examining digital welfare innovations like the entrepreneur account solution in Estonia and policy experimentation practices. The research draws on multiple data sources, including semi-structured interviews with policymakers and experts, policy document analysis, and legal assessments of social security mechanisms.
	The key findings of this research first illustrate the limitations of current digital welfare state approaches, which often reinforce existing structural barriers rather than fostering systemic adaptation. Case studies of Estonia’s entrepreneur account and unemployment insurance system highlight how the current social security approach in combination with digital solutions may be promising in theory but fails to account for the realities of non-standard work, leading to unintended gaps in social protection. The thesis argues that a more fundamental reconfiguration of welfare policies is necessary – one that integrates the evolving nature of work with flexible and inclusive welfare models.
	A central contribution of this thesis is its examination of experimental governance as a strategy for addressing these challenges. Policy experimentation has gained traction as a method for testing novel policy solutions under controlled conditions, yet its role in welfare policy adaptation remains underexplored. The research findings suggest that experimental governance, if designed with inclusivity and long-term institutional learning in mind, can help welfare states become more responsive to labour market transformations. However, challenges such as political timeframes, institutional inertia, and the dominance of short-term efficiency goals often hinder the effectiveness of experiments in facilitating meaningful reform.
	The thesis concludes that while digital technologies present new opportunities for welfare state innovation, they must be coupled with adaptive governance mechanisms that allow for iterative learning and systemic change. Experimental governance offers a potential pathway for this adaptation, but it requires a shift in perspective – from treating experiments as isolated policy interventions to embedding them within a broader framework of long-term welfare state evolution. Future research should further explore how experimental policymaking approaches can be institutionalised within welfare governance structures, ensuring that digital welfare policies remain equitable, inclusive, and sustainable in the face of ongoing technological disruption.
	This research contributes to both theoretical and practical discussions on the digital welfare state, experimental policymaking, and labour market transformations. By integrating insights from policy experimentation with the evolving demands of digitalised labour markets, the thesis advances a novel perspective on how governments can reconfigure welfare state policies to better address the needs of workers and societies at large in the digital era.
	Lühikokkuvõte
	Digitaalse heaoluriigi ümbermõtestamine katsetava valitsemise kaudu: kohanemine uue ajastu tööga 
	Digitehnoloogiatest juhitud tööjõuturu kiire areng on toonud kaasa sügavad muutused töösuhetes, töökorralduses ja sotsiaalkaitsesüsteemides. Need muutused tõstatavad olulisi küsimusi selle kohta, kuidas riigid peaksid kohandama oma heaoluriigipõhist suhtumist, et vastata töötamise uue ajastu muutuvatele nõudmistele. Samal ajal on reaktsioonina nendele arengutele tekkinud digitaalse heaoluriigi käsitus, mis aga ei ole võtnud eesmärgiks luua uusi struktuurseid lähenemisi, vaid keskendub pigem olemasolevate lahenduste digitaliseerimisele. Käesolev doktoritöö uurib katsetava poliitikakujunduse ja eksperimentaalse valitsemise rolli võimaliku vahendina digitaalse heaolupoliitika ümberkujundamiseks ja kohandamiseks, et suunata seda soodsamale arenguteele.
	Selle uurimistöö ajendiks oli oluline lünk olemasolevas kirjanduses: kuigi on palju kirjutatud heaoluriikide digitaliseerimisest ja eksperimentaalse poliitikakujundamise esiletõusust, on vähe tähelepanu pööratud sellele, kuidas poliitikakatsetused saaksid toimida valitsemisviisina, et lahendada süsteemseid väljakutseid järjest enam digitaliseeruvates heaoluriikides. Töö käsitleb kolme peamist uurimisküsimust: (1) Millised uued nõudmised tekivad heaoluriigile seoses tööturu digitaliseerimisest tingitud muutustega? (2) Kuidas tuleks digitaalse heaoluriigi raamistikku ümber kujundada, et see arvestaks nii tehnoloogilisi võimalusi kui ka töötamise uue ajastu surveid? (3) Kuidas saab eksperimentaalne valitsemine toimida analüütilise ja praktilise raamistikuna, et kohandada heaoluriike nende muutuvate nõudmistega?
	Nende küsimuste käsitlemiseks kasutab doktoritöö interdistsiplinaarset ja kvalitatiivset uurimisviisi, mis hõlmab juhtumiuuringuid, võrdlevat analüüsi ja teooriaanalüüsi. Empiiriline analüüs põhineb Eesti ja Soome juhtumiuuringutel, uurides digitaalse heaoluinnovatsiooni näiteid, sealhulgas Eesti ettevõtjakonto lahenduse juhtumiuuring, poliitikakatsetuste praktikate võrdlus ja Eesti töötuskindlustussüsteemi analüüs. Uurimistöö tugineb mitmele andmeallikale, sealhulgas poolstruktureeritud intervjuudele poliitikakujundajate ja ekspertidega, poliitikadokumentide analüüsile ning sotsiaalkindlustuse õiguslike mehhanismide hindamisele.
	Uurimistöö peamised tulemused näitlikustavad, kuidas praegused arengud digitaalse heaoluriigi valdkonnas pigem taastoodavad heaoluriigi struktuurseid tõkkeid, selle asemel et soodustada süsteemset kohandumist või uudsete lähenemiste leidmist. Eesti ettevõtjakonto ja töötuskindlustussüsteemi juhtumiuuringud näitavad, kuidas kehtiv sotsiaalkaitsemudel koos digitaalsete lahendustega, kuigi teoreetiliselt paljulubav, ei arvesta ebastandardsete töövormide reaalsusega, tekitades soovimatuid lünki sotsiaalkaitses. Doktoritöö järeldab, et vaja on põhjalikumat heaolupoliitikate ümberkujundamist, mis seoks tööturu muutumise dünaamika paindlike ja kaasavate heaolumudelitega.
	Töö üheks keskseks panuseks on eksperimentaalse valitsemise käsitlemine strateegiana nende väljakutsete lahendamiseks. Kuigi poliitikakatsetused on üha enam levinud meetod uute poliitiliste lahenduste testimiseks kontrollitud tingimustes, on nende roll heaolupoliitikate struktuursete üleminekute võimendajatena jäänud seni alahinnatuks. Uurimistulemused viitavad sellele, et kui eksperimentaalne valitsemine on üles ehitatud kaasavusele ja pikaajalisele institutsionaalsele õppimisele, võib see aidata heaoluriikidel tööturu muutustele paindlikumalt reageerida. Siiski takistavad sellise lähenemise tõhusust sageli poliitilised ajaraamid, institutsionaalne inerts ja lühiajalisele efektiivsusele keskendunud eesmärgid.
	Doktoritöö järeldab, et kuigi digitehnoloogiad pakuvad uusi võimalusi heaoluriikide innovatsiooniks, tuleb neid siduda kohanemisvõimeliste valitsemismehhanismidega, mis võimaldavad iteratiivset õppimist ja süsteemset muutust. Eksperimentaalne valitsemine võib pakkuda selleks potentsiaalse tee, kuid see nõuab muutust mõtteviisis – katseid ei tohiks käsitleda eraldiseisvate poliitiliste sekkumistena, vaid need tuleks integreerida laiemasse pikaajalise heaoluriigi arengu raamistikku. Tulevased teadustööd peaksid edasi uurima, kuidas eksperimentaalse poliitikakujundamise meetodeid saab institutsionaliseerida heaoluvalitsemise struktuurides, tagamaks seda, et digitaalsed heaolupoliitikad jääksid õiglaseks, kaasavaks ja elujõuliseks murranguliste digitehnoloogiate jätkuva arengu tingimustes.
	Doktoritöö panustab nii teoreetilistesse kui ka praktilistesse aruteludesse digitaalse heaoluriigi, eksperimentaalse poliitikakujundamise ja tööturu muutumise teemal. Ühendades poliitikakatsetuste vaatenurga tööturu digitaliseerimise dünaamikaga, pakub doktoritöö uudse vaate sellele, kuidas riigid saavad ümber kujundada oma heaolupoliitikaid, et paremini toetada töötajate ja ühiskondade vajadusi digiajastul.
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