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As James Scott writes, to be able to govern, administrative bodies need to make objects of 
government legible. Yet migrant persons do not fall neatly into the categories of 
administrative agencies. This categorical ambiguity is illustrated in the tendency to 
exclude asylum seekers from various population registers and to not provide them with ID 
numbers, which constitute the backbone of many welfare states in Europe. Based on 
ethnographic fieldwork in Norway and Finland, and in Eurostat and UNECE, we study how 
practices of population registration and statistics compilation on foreign-born persons 
can be beset by differential and at times contradictory outlooks. We show that these 
outlooks are often presented in the form of seemingly apolitical software infrastructures 
or decisions made in response to software with limited, if any, discretion available to 
bureaucrats, statisticians, and policymakers. Our two cases, Norway and Finland, are 
considered social-democratic regimes within Esping-Andersen’s famous global social 
policy typology. Using science and technology studies and specifically “double social life 
of methods,” we seek to trace how software emerges as both a device for administrative 
bookkeeping and also for enacting the “migrant” categories with particular implications 
for how the welfare state comes to be established and how welfare policies come to be 
implemented. We note that even if all statistical production necessarily involves 
inclusions and exclusions, how the “boundaries” are set for whom to include and exclude 
directly affects the lives of those implicated by these decisions, and as such, they are 
onto-political. This means that welfare policies get made at the point of sorting, 
categorizing, and ordering of data, even before it is fed into software and other 
administrative devices of government. In view of this, we show that methods enact their 
subjects—we detail how the methods set to identify and measure refugee statistics in 
Europe end up enacting the welfare services they have access to. We argue that with 
increasing automation and datafication, the scope of welfare systems is being curtailed 
under the label of efficiency, and individual contexts are ignored. 

INTRODUCTION 

In her book Automating Inequality: How High-Tech Tools 
Profile, Police, and Punish the Poor (2018), Virginia Eu-
banks sheds light on the increasing automation of public 
welfare enrollment in the United States. She describes how 
the welfare enrollment system, which used to be entirely 
managed by case workers making decisions on an individual 
basis, is now replaced by algorithmic decision-making sys-
tems that prioritize efficiency, management, and quick fixes 
rather than assessing individual conditions and proposing 
long-term solutions to systemic problems. Eubanks’s book 
reflects the rising concern about automating what was once 
referred to as the “decision-making face of the state” (Kan-
gas and Onsér‐Franzén 1996). In a recent article series on 
“automating poverty,” the Guardian (2019) also reflected 
on how automated decision-making systems are changing 
the focus of welfare from social and economic risk allevia-
tion to surveillance, control, and sanctions and how there 
is a growing need for human oversight in rolling out and 
administering these technologies. It is perhaps, then, no 

surprise that on Thesaurus.com, the antonym of the word 
“automatize” is listed as “humanize” and “dehumanize.” 
This presumed antagonistic relationship between humans 
and computers, case workers and software systems, how-
ever, requires further elaboration. Studies on algorithmic 
bias (Bozdag 2013; Mittelstadt et al. 2016; Silva and Kenney 
2018) often point out that the data automated decision-
making systems are trained on does not appear out of 
nowhere, and that they reflect the attitudes, biases, and ap-
proaches of those who design them (Whittaker et al. 2018; 
Ustek-Spilda, Powell, and Nemorin 2019). But, as Cheney-
Lippold (2017) puts it, in the present day governed by ubiq-
uitous surveillance of algorithms, what data says about us 
has come to replace who we are (4), and once algorithmic 
categorization, sorting, and decision-making takes place, it 
is difficult to shake off, object to, or alter those decisions. 
As such, algorithms are increasingly enacting a “black box 
society” whereby neither the data nor the algorithms that 
make decisions about us are transparent, decipherable, or 
knowable (Pasquale 2015). Yet autonomous decision-mak-
ing systems are increasingly celebrated in public gover-
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nance and humanitarian initiatives for being efficient, re-
liable, and objective as they eliminate human bias, discre-
tion, and clientelism. 

In this article, we turn our attention to the production of 
data on asylum seekers and refugees that is fed into welfare 
decisions that are made about them, when existing gov-
ernance structures are moving toward algorithms and au-
tonomous decision-making systems. Our scholarly interest 
in the field comes amid heightened interest in the counting 
of asylum seekers and refugees in Europe in the aftermath 
of the so-called refugee crisis of 2015 (Vis and Goriunova 
2015). We contend that, even if all data production neces-
sarily involves inclusions and exclusions, how the “bound-
aries” are set for whom to include and whom to exclude 
have immediate effects on the lives of those implicated by 
these decisions (Bowker and Star 2000). 

We propose that with autonomous decision-making sys-
tems, inclusion and exclusion decisions predate the analy-
sis; decisions are being made at the moment of data entry 
rather than once the data is analyzed. This entails that there 
is little room, if any, to take into account individual circum-
stances in the decision-making process, when the stress is 
placed on the averages, expected outcomes, and standard 
procedures or the contexts in which these data systems are 
developed. We argue that this logic of datafication and au-
tomatization leads to further dismantling of the welfare 
state as decisions for welfare provisions are made based on 
meeting data requirements, rather than on individual needs 
or circumstances, or universal access as a right. In other 
words, data-based systems are not expanding the scope of 
welfare systems thanks to more efficiency in the use of re-
source allocation, but instead help curtail them further by 
reducing (or eliminating) the possibility of taking individ-
ual circumstances into account. 

DIFFERENTIAL ACCESS TO WELFARE AS A FORM OF INJUSTICE 
AND INEQUALITY 

Social policy theory problematizes the “equal worth of 
every citizen” (see Pierson and Castles 2009, 53). For in-
stance, Pierson and Castles (2009, 53) argued that social 
justice is generally “thought to have something to do with 
equality,” but it is more about “equality of opportunity” giv-
en the increasingly limited resources available to welfare 
states. The authors stressed that not all inequalities are un-
just and that the provision of welfare states should not be to 
erase all inequalities, but to erase only those that are unjust 
and as such prevent equality of opportunity (60–61). 

In drawing the attention to citizens’ ability and drive to 
make the most of the opportunities granted to them, we 
think that the authors overlook a central issue. For those 
who do not enjoy the rights of citizenship in a country as 
full citizens, it is rather difficult to differentiate equality 
from equality of opportunity, inequality from injustice. 

Earlier, Bloch and Shuster (2002) had argued that differ-
ential treatment of varying citizenship statuses entailed the 
increasing exclusion and marginalization of asylum seekers 
in Europe, and that curtailment of welfare services was jus-

tified through disincentivizing asylum applications in Eu-
ropean member states (also see Thränhardt 1999). The au-
thors drew attention to the contradictions that underpin 
welfare state regimes: on the one hand, they serve to pro-
tect the citizens against social and economic risks (e.g., the 
poor, women, migrants, etc.); on the other hand, they main-
tain the exclusion of the same groups through defining who 
is part of the nation-state (and hence eligible for welfare 
state provisions) and who is not (Thränhardt 1999). More 
recently, Mayblin (2016) drew attention to the differential 
access of asylum seekers to the labor market in the United 
Kingdom as a way of maintaining a distinction between citi-
zens who “belong” and noncitizens who do not (stress orig-
inal). 

METHODS 

We bring together data from two ethnographic research 
projects that are concerned with how populations are en-
acted through the practices of registration and statistical 
data production. One of the studies, ARITHMUS: How data 
make a people (ERC 2014–19),1 explored the work of five na-
tional statistical institutes (in the United Kingdom, Nether-
lands, Estonia, Turkey, and Finland) and two international 
statistical organizations (UNECE and Eurostat) through a 
collaborative ethnography in their efforts to define, catego-
rize, identify, and harmonize population statistics, and paid 
close attention to the production of migration and refugee 
statistics. The data presented in this article for the Norwe-
gian case study draws on a corpus of fieldwork notes, in-
terview transcripts, and participant observations in nation-
al and international meetings on migration and refugee sta-
tistics, as well as secondary data analysis of reports, legis-
lations, and guidelines developed and recommended by sta-
tisticians in the field between 2014 and 2017. Here, Norway 
was not initially one of the countries of study for the pro-
ject, but it became a central country of analysis as Norway 
led the organization of the Expert Group on Refugee and 
IDP (Internally Displaced Persons) Statistics (EGRIS) in Eu-
rope because of their highly developed systems for refugee 
registration and statistics. We have conducted interviews at 
Statistics Norway and UDI: The Norwegian Directorate of 
Immigration, and also observed other experts working for 
humanitarian agencies and international organizations as 
part of the EGRIS meetings. 

The second study, “Mobile People—Challenging the pop-
ulation statistics and projections,”2 was concerned with the 
state registration and knowledge production practices in 
Finland, with particular attention paid to the practices in-
volved in registration of migrants, population register-
keeping, and statistics compilation at the national level. 
The analysis in this article for the Finnish case study draws 
on audio-recorded and transcribed interview data (sixteen 
officers at the Local Register Offices, five officers at the Pop-
ulation Register Centre,3 five officers at Statistics Finland, 
and sixteen foreign-born persons residing in Finland) and 
104 audio recordings and observations of registration en-

The ARITHMUS project studied how methodological changes in the production of population statistics within the European Union have 
consequences for the enactment of populations as objects of government. The project principal investigator was Professor Evelyn Ruppert 
(Goldsmiths, University of London). 
The project principal investigator for “Mobile People—Challenging the Population Statistics and Projections” was Dr. Marja Alastalo. 
The Population Register Centre and the Local Register Offices were merged in the beginning of 2020 to form a new institution called the 
Digital and Population Data Services Agency. Despite this merger, the organization and tasks regarding the migrant registration and reg-
ister keeping have remained the same. We use the former names only in this description of the fieldwork. 
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counters between officers and migrants at the Local Regis-
ter Offices, as well as observations both at the Population 
Register Centre and at Statistics Finland. Furthermore, it 
was informed by secondary analysis of extensive documen-
tary data involving national and EU legislation on the reg-
istration of asylum seekers and refugees; guidelines and in-
structions given to local register offices by the Population 
Register Centre as well as the metadata of the registration 
process; and finally by follow-up email conversations with 
four officers from the Population Register Centre, Statistics 
Finland, Finnish Migration Service, and the Social Insur-
ance Institution of Finland during fall 2019.4 

In what follows, we first present our theoretical approach 
that draws from STS (science and technology studies) to the 
differential inclusion and exclusion of asylum seekers in the 
context of welfare states in Europe with a focus on Nordic 
welfare states. Second, we look at “usual residence” as a 
statistical concept that shapes current inclusion and exclu-
sion decisions in population statistics in Europe. Third, we 
present two particular cases of exclusion of asylum seek-
ers from welfare state services and statistical populations 
in two Nordic countries in Europe: Finland and Norway. We 
then conclude with a discussion on the implications of our 
findings for rethinking social justice in the context of con-
temporary welfare states today. 

THE ONTO-POLITICS OF INCLUSION AND 
EXCLUSION IN POPULATION STATISTICS 

In his famous book The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism 
(1990), Esping-Andersen builds a typology of welfare states 
in the world based on the concept of “decommodification,” 
which he defines as occurring “when a service is rendered as 
a matter of right, and when a person can maintain a liveli-
hood without reliance on the market” (22). He adds that 
the mere presence of social assistance (or insurance) in it-
self does not guarantee decommodification if they do not 
emancipate individuals from their dependence on the mar-
ket (22), and the kind of social stratification and social sol-
idarities that exist in the country should also be taken into 
consideration. The differences between contemporary wel-
fare states, he argues, can be analyzed through how much 
decommodification they provide to their citizens (as well 
as their commitment to full employment [132]) and how 
they do (or do not) support the emergence and existence of 
social solidarities. His analysis reveals three types of wel-
fare states: (1) liberal, (2) conservative/corporatist, and (3) 
social democratic, where liberal welfare states ensure the 
least amount of decommodification and mostly rely on 
means-testing for the provision of welfare services; and so-
cial democratic welfare states provide the highest amount 
of decommodification based on citizenship rights. The case 
studies we analyze in this article, Finland and Norway, have 
both been categorized as social democratic welfare states, 
as there is a wide range of welfare state services available 

to citizens that are not based on means-testing or aid-based 
assistance. More recently, however, due to ongoing welfare 
retrenchment in these countries, researchers have started 
to ponder if they align more with (neo)liberal or conserva-
tive welfare models (see Kvist and Greve 2011; Baeten, Berg, 
and Lund Hansen 2015) and to what extent a gradual re-
structuring of the welfare state took place in these countries 
(Tervonen, Pellander, and Yuval-Davis 2018). 

The ongoing retrenchment in European welfare states 
aside, Esping-Andersen’s typology has been criticized for a 
variety of reasons: for overlooking women’s unpaid labor 
(Crompton 1998; Lewis 2006; Orloff 2009); for ignoring wel-
fare state systems in the developing world (Midgley 1997; 
Gough 2013), Mediterranean countries (Gal 2010), post-so-
cialist countries (Fenger 2007), or Asian countries (Good-
man, White, and Kwon 1998).5 But even these criticisms and 
critiques continued to approach the issue through the lens 
of those who have the right to remain in the countries in 
question, and overlooked the cases of those with limited 
(or no) access to the labor market or social assistance ser-
vices due to their residency status. This has actually re-
flected in the migration regime types that were developed 
from Esping-Andersen’s welfare state typology (see Bouch-
er and Gest 2014 for a discussion; see also Horvath, Ameli-
na, and Peters 2017), even though reassessments of the wel-
fare state regimes based on their inclusion and exclusion of 
different migrant groups remains a gap in the literature. 

One of the main challenges for developing such a ty-
pology lies in the plethora of categories and classifications 
in place for referring to different types of migration. For 
instance, while “asylum seeker” and “refugee” status exist 
as categories with legal connotations, an asylum applica-
tion can result in a variety of outcomes.6 It might result in 
refugee status, humanitarian assistance, or temporary hu-
manitarian assistance, or it might be rejected. If rejected, an 
individual can decide to appeal, and when appeal routes are 
exhausted, an individual might be returned or allowed to re-
main, if their return would be considered a life-threatening 
risk (Ustek-Spilda 2019). This is also where the power of ad-
ministrative (and also legal) categories lie, as they shape the 
perception of what it means to belong to a certain group and 
instill incentives for becoming part of a collective commu-
nity but also fuel divisions among the people (Vetters 2007). 

The “boundary-making” in categories becomes thorny 
both when governments decide who gets to be included 
in/excluded from a category—and with what effects (e.g., 
refugee or asylum seeker)—and how these inclusions and 
exclusions impact policy-making in general. Leibler and 
Breslau (2005, 880–81), for instance, document how those 
absent during the 1948 census (and hence not counted as 
part of the “resident” category) in Israel were excluded from 
the target population, their rights to citizenship forfeited 
and their ownership of goods, property, and land no longer 
recognized. Similarly, Christopher (2009) shows how in the 
course of the last 140 years, census boundaries have exclud-

Riikka Homanen conducted fieldwork at the Local Register Offices and foreign-born persons were interviewed by Anitta Kynsilehto and 
Pekka Rantanen. 
See Arts and Gelissen (2002) for an extensive overview of Esping-Andersen’s welfare state regimes and its critiques. 
In this article, we follow EGRIS (2018) definitions for refugee and asylum seeker. A refugee is someone “who, owing to a well-founded fear 
of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political opinion, is outside the 
country of his nationality, and is unable, or owing to such fear, is unable to avail himself of the protection of that country” (20), and an 
asylum seeker is someone who is “claiming or applying for protection as a refugee and who has not yet received a final decision on his or 
her claim. It can also refer to someone who has not yet submitted an application for refugee status recognition (has not yet formalised the 
administrative requirements in national law) but nevertheless be in need of international protection” (22). 
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ed and included different groups based on the definitions 
used for “the nation” and its territorial boundaries—rang-
ing from counting only the white population to more inclu-
sive enumerations in South Africa. 

Categories and classifications, however, are but one of 
the many devices that have been utilized in the operations 
of the state (Caplan and Torpey 2001). Personal identifica-
tion numbers, birth certificates, ID cards, passports, visas, 
social insurance numbers, and even the concept of a perma-
nent surname have all been part and parcel of the state in-
frastructure in the ways in which states have attempted to 
make populations “legible,” thus “governable” (Scott 1998). 
Those that do not “fit” end up getting excluded, not only 
from the measurement but also from services, benefits, and 
rights that are tied to that measurement. As such, popu-
lation measurement methods are performative: they enact 
the realities they are set to measure, count, and represent 
(Law 2004). This understanding of performativity of meth-
ods makes up what Law, Ruppert, and Savage (2011) name 
as “double social life of methods.” Challenging the binary 
divide between reality and its representations, the authors 
take issue with social research that oscillates between ob-
jectivity and constructivism, and instead argue that meth-
ods are social because, first, “they are constituted by the so-
cial world they are a part,” and second, “they help consti-
tute that world” (4). This is not a simple constructionism, 
however, nor does it entail a variety of relativism. Because 
each method comes with its own “hinterland” and “assem-
blages,” knowing differently would entail uprooting all the 
hinterland of a method, including its experts, advocates, 
standards and practices, and established practices (Law 
2004). 

Categories and classification systems of government are 
not simply top-down systems of ordering. Even when peo-
ple take classifications to be simply formal or bureaucratic, 
they also mold their behavior to fit those conceptions 
(Bowker and Star 2000, 54) or reject them (Cakici and Rup-
pert 2020). In other cases, categories can also trigger new 
categories to being. For instance, Ruppert (2008) shows how 
the category “Canadian” became the fastest growing “eth-
nic” category in Canada by the end of the twentieth century, 
even though the census actually discouraged and advised 
against using the category in the official classification of 
racial and ethnic origins. Ruppert argues that the category 
part enacted the Canadian as a group, who before the cate-
gory might not consciously associate with it. 

With the move toward automated decision-making sys-
tems, these performativity effects of categories and the 
technologies used to sort, categorize, and filter data have 
been exacerbated, whereas the space for individuals to chal-
lenge, alter, and reject them has diminished. As Cheney-
Lippold (2017, 15–16) explains, data has come to be asso-
ciated with truth, as scientific positivism demands that we 
let data speak for itself. But as he rightly states, the cate-
gories people are assigned in data do not actually speak for 
themselves; they are “collected by humans, manipulated by 
researchers and ultimately massaged by theoreticians to ex-
plain a phenomenon” (Cheney-Lippold 2017, 15–16). In the 
context of refugees and asylum seekers, Madianou (2019) 
argues that the “biometric assemblage” of new technologies 
that includes blockchain, biometrics, and artificial intelli-
gence amplifies the risks associated with each constituent 
technology, with direct implications for the security, pri-

vacy, and dignity of refugees—as they reproduce the exist-
ing power asymmetries between refugees and humanitari-
an agencies. Against this background, we aim to expose the 
workings of categorization of asylum seekers in the context 
of Nordic welfare states by tracing both the statistical and 
administrative practices that together enact—especially in 
the register-based statistical systems—objects that are si-
multaneously real and constructed. In the Nordic register-
based statistical system where the register data is produced 
by and for the immigration management authorities, the 
categories created in and for the (juridico-) administrative 
practices travel easily to population statistics and continue 
to influence the welfare policies at the population level. 
Moreover, Nordic countries are leading the way for register-
based systems to be adopted in other countries in Europe 
(but also outside Europe)—as registers are being celebrated 
for their efficient production of statistics at a low cost and 
ability to produce “a complete picture” of individuals 
throughout their life span in a country. 

ASYLUM SEEKERS AS UN-USUAL RESIDENTS 

States have been nothing but the enemy of “people who 
move around,” Scott (1998, 1) writes. Indeed, the plethora 
of categories and definitions used in a population to identi-
fy, sort, and categorize mobile individuals reveals how one 
of the main assumptions of population statistics is that in-
dividuals can be pinned to one location (country) of birth 
with one stable home address. 

The measurement of a population in a country takes the 
form of various categorizations, and depending on the pop-
ulation of interest, different characteristics and values are 
prioritized. One important source of sorting in population 
statistics happens when establishing the “population base.” 
Broadly, the population base refers to the “population to 
be enumerated” in a country (UNECE 2015, 76). Although 
countries may adopt more than one population base, “usu-
ally resident population” (URP) is recommended for inter-
national comparison (UNECE 2015, 78).7 There are two im-
portant definitions for measuring URP. The “place of usual 
residence” means “the geographic place where the enumer-
ated person usually spends their daily rest, assessed over a 
defined period of time, including the census reference time” 
(UNECE 2015, 78, para. 392), and “the usually resident pop-
ulation” is composed of those “who have lived, or intend to 
live there [in their place of usual residence] for a continuous 
period of at least 12 months” (UNECE 2015, 78, para. 393). 

The guideline for establishing URP recommends that 
“persons who may be illegal, irregular or undocumented 
migrants, as well as asylum seekers and persons who have 
applied for, or been granted, refugee status or similar types 
of international protections, provided that they meet the 
criteria for the usual residence in the country” should be in-
cluded in the URP even when they cannot be distinguished 
separately (UNECE 2015, 80). Previous research shows, 
however, that asylum seekers are more often excluded from 
population bases, rather than being included in them 
(Ustek-Spilda 2019). UNECE acknowledges the difficulties 
of measuring the stock of refugees (persons whose asylum 
applications have been accepted under national regulations 
and/or international conventions) and asylum seekers (per-
sons whose applications have not been determined) be-
cause of their mobility and the changes in the formal status 

Regulation (EU) No 1260/2013 establishes URP as the main population base for EU member states (Article 2, Paragraph b & c). 7 
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given to refugees (UNECE 2015, 144). As they explain, this 
is because countries may use different definitions for estab-
lishing the category of refugees to include and exclude in 
their specific legal and administrative contexts (144). Indi-
viduals may also identify themselves differently from their 
legal status (144). This is why persons with a refugee back-
ground—those individuals who have experienced (directly 
or indirectly) a forced migration—are considered as part of 
refugee statistics (144), even though their applications for 
asylum may still be pending or rejected or they might have 
been given temporary protection status. This is also the rea-
son why the term “refugee and refugee related populations” 
is used by EGRIS instead of identifying or seeking interna-
tionally commensurate equivalents of national legal and/or 
administrative categories (EGRIS 2018, 27). 

Due to space limitations, we are unable to give a full 
account of the range of population enumeration methods 
used in Europe and their implications for the counting of 
asylum seekers and refugees. Nevertheless, it is important 
to specify that a majority of countries in the world (and in 
Europe) use one of the following three methods: a tradi-
tional census, where the enumeration relies on field enu-
meration of all residents on the census enumeration day (or 
period); a register-based census, where population regis-
ters (e.g., birth, date, tax, employment, etc.) constitute the 
backbone of the census; or a combined method, where some 
of the details required for census are obtained from regis-
ters and the others are supplemented by traditional survey 
and other field enumeration methods. 

Increasingly, many countries are moving toward a regis-
ter-based census due to its high efficiency, timeliness, and 
low costs; Nordic countries are presented as the example to 
follow with their established register systems. Each of these 
methods reveal different inclusions and exclusions of asy-
lum seeker and refugee populations. For instance, in tra-
ditional censuses, countries have a choice in either con-
ducting a census based on the URP category and definition 
(de jure) or based on counting those present at the time of 
the census (de facto). According to Bruce Curtis (2001, 26), 
these two types of censuses configure social relations in-
to a population through categorizing individuals based on 
either where they may reasonably expect to be habitually 
or where they have a right to be. Given that URP is recom-
mended by UNECE and Eurostat for international compar-
ison, countries increasingly prefer this method as it is also 
said to offer a better account for planning and policy pur-
poses (EGRIS 2018, 45–46). However, the choice has an im-
mediate effect on refugee statistics. In traditional censuses, 
issues related to the discrepancies between how individuals 
identify themselves (e.g., refugee, asylum seeker, and so on) 
might not always mirror their legal status in the country, 
which the administrative data is based on (EGRIS 2018, 49). 
Moreover, issues related to field enumeration, such as lan-
guage barriers or suspicion toward and avoidance of govern-
ment questionnaires, may also result in exclusion of asylum 
seekers and refugees (EGRIS 2018, 49). 

Register-based population censuses, too, enact different 
inclusions and exclusions when enumerating asylum seeker 
and refugee populations. One of the most important con-
siderations here is that statistics derived from regis-

ters—which are usually set up for administrative rather 
than statistical purposes—reflect procedures rather than 
people (EGRIS 2018, 63). For instance, they might have 
records of a family filing an asylum application, but not 
necessarily individual files for each member of the family 
(EGRIS 2018, 63). In addition, administrative data often re-
lates to the registration information collected by a specific 
administration (e.g., border police) in a particular circum-
stance but does not necessarily include information related 
to other topics (e.g., granted residency status, educational 
background, employment history, etc.), which might play 
an important role for planning and policy-making (EGRIS 
2018, 64). Moreover, time lag between data collection and 
extraction may result in undercounting of populations (64), 
especially during times of high mobility, or double-count-
ing, if the data are not linked and individuals are counted 
multiple times by different administrative registers (64). 

PERSONAL IDENTIFICATION NUMBER IN THE NORDIC WELFARE 
STATES 

Population statistics have a direct implication on policy-
making, from allocation of resources to planning of ser-
vices, from access to the labor market to receiving welfare 
services. In what follows, we will explore how inclusion and 
exclusion from statistics is tightly connected to inclusion 
and exclusion from the welfare state for asylum seekers in 
Finland and Norway. Although we recognize that there are 
differences between Nordic countries (see Greve 2007), they 
also share important similarities in terms of the organi-
zation of labor markets and residence-based welfare pro-
vision (Greve 2007; Kettunen and Petersen 2011) and the 
methods they use for population enumeration (i.e., regis-
ter-based). Their approaches to migration are also similar, 
in that migration is increasingly controlled and access to 
welfare state services for those with “uncertain” statuses is 
restricted (Tervonen, Pellander, and Yuval-Davis 2018). 

One important system Nordic welfare states have is the 
established history of personal identification number (PIN) 
and national population registers dating back to the 1960s. 
Population statistics in these countries are strongly linked 
to the population registers, as most population statistics 
are produced through retrieving data from the registers (ex-
cept specialized surveys) (UNECE 2007). Civil registration 
number (Det Centrale Personregister nummer, or CPR-
number) in Denmark; national identity number (Fødsel-
snummer) in Norway; personal identity number (Person-
nummer) in Sweden; and personal identity code (Henkilö-
tunnus, abbreviated as HETU) in Finland are personal iden-
tifier numbers, usually eleven digits, used to identify and 
link individuals across various administrative databases. 
Citizens of these countries (both by birth and by natural-
ization) are issued with a PIN. Usually the first six digits 
represent the date of birth (in the order of day, month, 
year); the next three digits indicate gender (even numbers 
for women and odd numbers for men); and the last five 
digits constitute the personal number, with the last two 
digits being control digits.8 For instance, from the number 
01129955131, it can be deduced that the person was born on 
1 December 1899 and is male.9 Although an eleven-digit se-

For a detailed explanation of the Finnish PIN, see https://vrk.fi/en/personal-identity-code1, accessed 22 November 2019; for the Danish 
CPR-number, see https://cpr.dk/media/17535/erstatningspersonnummerets-opbygning.pdf, accessed 21 November 2019. 
Norwegian Tax Administration, accessed 21 November 2019, https://www.skatteetaten.no/en/person/national-registry/birth-and-name-
selection/children-born-in-norway/national-id-number/. 
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Table 1: 1 History of Registers and their use in censuses in Nordic Countries (modified from: UNECE Table 1: 1 History of Registers and their use in censuses in Nordic Countries (modified from: UNECE 
2007, 5). 2007, 5). 

Denmark Denmark Finland Finland Norway Norway Sweden Sweden 

Type of 
register 

Estab-
lished 

First 
used in 
census 

Estab-
lished 

First 
used in 
census 

Estab-
lished 

First 
used in 
census 

Estab-
lished 

First 
used in 
census 

Central 
Population 
Register 

1968 1981 1969 1970 1964 1970 1967 1975 

Business 
Register 

1975 1981 1975 1980 1965 1980 1963 1975 

Education 1971 1981 1970 1975 1970 1980 1985 1990 

Employment 1979 1981 1987 1990 1978 2001 1985 1985 

Family 1968 1981 1978 1980 1964 1980 1960 1975 

Income 1970 1981 1969 1970 1967 1980 1968 1975 

Totally 
register-based 
census 

1981 1990 2011 2011 

quence number has been considered to be sufficient to enu-
merate the populations, in 2007 Denmark ran out of unique 
sequence numbers to be allocated to males born on 1 Jan-
uary 1965.10 The first of January was the first birth date to 
run out of sequence numbers because immigrants who do 
not know their exact date of birth or do not have documents 
that can prove their date of birth are usually assigned this 
date during registration.11 The Danish case, however, re-
vealed the possibility of running out of numbers and the po-
tential need to alter the system because of immigration. 

The PIN and the centralized population registers are in-
tegral to life in Nordic countries. At the individual level, 
it is virtually impossible to access any government or pri-
vate service without a PIN. From opening a bank account 
to registering for a school, from taking up employment and 
paying taxes to accessing the healthcare system, with some 
variation between the countries, the PIN serves as both a 
key for identifying residents in the country and an account-
ability mechanism that ensures that only those whose resi-
dences are registered can access the welfare services. At the 
administrative level, the PIN ensures that all government 
(and private) databases can speak to one another, as the 
same individual can be traced and tracked through various 
databases. These traces are sometimes referred to as “signs 
of life”;12 it is expected that if an individual is alive and a 
resident, she will leave traces in at least one (or more) ad-
ministrative databases by going to a school, seeing a doc-
tor, paying taxes, voting, or paying a utility bill. As such, the 
PIN also helps government departments to keep an up-to-
date record of residents. The ubiquity of the PIN, however, 
also entails that those without it get barred from accessing 
welfare services, regardless of their needs or their specif-
ic conditions. It also entails that the PIN is often seen as a 
merely technical inscription device (Law 2004), and the ex-

tent to which it affects everyday life becomes invisible. In-
deed, for those who have the PIN, life as usual works seam-
lessly and effortlessly. It is for those who do not have a PIN 
that life becomes difficult and wreathed with suspicion, dis-
trust, and uncertainty. 

While register-based systems are considered to be the fu-
ture of statistical systems in Europe (and the world), there 
is an increasing discussion about supplementing them with 
Big Data, as it provides timely analysis of population trends. 
Hence, there are currently various ongoing projects for pre-
dicting migratory movements through mobile phone data 
or understanding the composition of mobile populations 
through migrants’ Facebook posts and online searches (see 
also Madianou 2019). International organizations that are 
part of the EGRIS group are working on projects that in-
tegrate blockchain, machine learning, and algorithms into 
their data storage and analysis.13 In Nordic countries where 
there is existing traceability of individuals via the PIN, 
those without a PIN are emerging as “anomalies.” Aradau 
and Blanke (2018) explain that rather than the enemy or 
the risky abnormal, the “other” is algorithmically produced 
as “irregular existence.” As such, they become particularly 
desirable to track by security professionals (Aradau and 
Blanke 2018) and to tame by policymakers. 

FINLAND: KEEPING POPULATIONS APART 

In 1990 Finland became the second country in the world af-
ter Denmark to move to a fully register-based population 
census. Since then, population statistics have been com-
piled on the data drawn from the population information 
system (hereafter, population register). The national cen-
tralized population register—which works as a state identity 
management system—has been characterized as a basic in-

Det Centrale Personregister, “Første personnummer uden modulus 11 kontrol er nu tildelt,” 1 October 2007, accessed 21 November 2019, 
https://web.archive.org/web/20110719122205/http://www.cpr.dk/cpr/site.aspx?p=174&t=visartikel&Articleid=4347 
In Finland, 31 December is assigned as the birth date of asylum seekers who do not have ID cards to prove their date of birth. During our 
fieldwork, this was mentioned to us as a way of identifying someone’s asylum background. Fieldwork notes, Statistics Finland, 2015. 
Fieldwork notes, Statistics Norway, April 2017, and Statistics Finland, 2015. 
Participant observation, EGRIS Meeting, Oslo, Norway, April 2017. 
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frastructure of the state. The population register is claimed 
to contain “basic information about Finnish citizens and 
foreign citizens residing in Finland on a permanent or tem-
porary basis.”14 In legal terms, the register data is consid-
ered “publicly reliable,” which means that public authori-
ties can make decisions about individuals on grounds of the 
data entered into the register. From the outset the popu-
lation register has been widely used throughout public ad-
ministration, but the development and implementation of 
IT and software applications (for instance, the VTJ query in-
terface)15 during the 2000s has made it even more perva-
sive as users have fast real-time access to register informa-
tion. What is characteristic to Finland is that the PIN is also 
widely used by private businesses: mobile phone operators, 
insurance companies, and numerous other institutions use 
it in their customer registers. Thanks to the integrated sys-
tems, they can update their customers’ name and address 
from the population register via the service provided by the 
Digital and Population Data Services Agency. 

Even though the Digital and Population Data Services 
Agency explicitly purports that the population register also 
contains basic information on foreign nationals, the story 
is different for refugees and asylum seekers. For a small 
number of so-called quota refugees (or government-assist-
ed refugees, as they are sometimes referred to (e.g., Mountz 
2011b), the procedure is rather simple as their need for in-
ternational protection is already verified by the UNHCR be-
fore their arrival in Finland. Because they have been grant-
ed asylum, they can request to have their personal informa-
tion entered into the population register at a local register 
office (now at a local office of the Digital and Population 
Data Services Agency) and get permanent residency status 
and the KELA card,16 which together guarantee full access 
to health and social welfare services and mean that they are 
also counted in the population statistics and included in the 
sampling frames. 

In comparison, asylum seekers are in a more precarious 
situation even though, as mentioned above, they have a 
legal right to stay in the country during the application 
process. Despite the government’s post-2015 eagerness to 
speed up the process to reduce costs, asylum applications 
can take several years. During asylum seekers’ lengthy wait-
ing period (e.g., Mountz 2011a), a lot of information on 
them is entered into the Finnish Immigration Service’s reg-
isters to process their applications on an individual level 
but also to steer, plan, and monitor “the reception and as-
sistance of international protection applicants, recipients 
of temporary protection and victims of human trafficking” 
as well as to ensure “the security of the state.” The Finnish 
Migration Service intends to implement automated deci-
sion-making in residence permit processing in 2020, but it 
would require new legislation. 

In relation to the population register, the basic principle 
is that an asylum seeker is registered after she is granted 

asylum—that is, when given refugee status. However, dur-
ing the asylum process, an asylum seeker can be registered 
as a temporary resident and get a PIN if she has a legitimate 
reason to request it (for instance, a job offer) and a valid 
travel document (which four out of five asylum seekers do 
not have). As a result, different authorities (e.g., tax admin-
istration, health care) can assign temporary ID numbers to 
asylum seekers without valid travel documents. Since tem-
porary IDs are sector specific, one person can have several 
temporary IDs.17 Considering that the databases are other-
wise centralized and connected, the fact that asylum seek-
ers can be issued several temporary IDs causes ambiguities. 

Asylum seekers face further ambiguities as they navigate 
the social security systems. Because the PIN emerged along 
with the institutionalization of social security provisions in 
the 1960s, it was called the social security number for years. 
Still, although the PIN has lost the direct connection to wel-
fare entitlement, laypersons and even civil servants some-
times erroneously use the old term “social security num-
ber.” According to our interviews and field observations, 
this creates confusion and false expectations among asylum 
seekers.18 With respect to welfare provision, asylum seekers 
(except for minors) are only entitled to urgent healthcare 
services. Unlike the permanently residing population whose 
welfare provisions are covered by the Ministry of Social Af-
fairs and Health, the Ministry of Interior is responsible for 
the health and social service expenses for persons seeking 
international protection. 

Nevertheless, according to Finnish legislation, asylum 
seekers cannot be registered in the population register as 
permanent residents (and can only on certain conditions 
get a PIN as temporary residents). This means that they are 
also excluded from the statistical population. Consequent-
ly, they are pushed into a state of exception where they 
are not counted in the statistical population even though 
their stay might exceed the twelve-month limit of usual res-
idence specified in the EU statistical legislation described 
earlier. 

The exclusion from the statistical population does not 
mean total absence of statistics, however: The Finnish Im-
migration Service releases the statistics on “international 
protection” based on the alien register data. The figures re-
leased count not the number of persons but the administra-
tive measures they are subjected to—that is, the number of 
asylum applications and positive/negative decisions made 
per month/year. Consequently, the annual and monthly fig-
ures are difficult to interpret and easy to misinterpret as 
one person can lodge more than one application per year 
and as a result receive several decisions. Thus, the invisi-
bility in the population statistics does not imply that asy-
lum seekers are fully invisible in the statistical knowledge, 
but they are kept apart from the URP population both in 
the registers and the statistics and seen through the admin-
istrative measures they are subjected to. In short, the in-

A description of Population Information System on the Digital and Population Data Services Agency’s webpage, accessed 13 February 2020, 
https://dvv.fi/en/population-information-system /. 
Search services of the Population Information System, accessed 14 February 2020, https://dvv.fi/en/search-services-of-the-population-in-
formation-system/. 
A refugee has to apply for the Kela card, which is granted by the Social Insurance Institution of Finland. It is not given automatically. 
A lawyer informant mentioned that in principle, the temporary IDs should not be given to customers themselves (email conversation, No-
vember 2019). 
But as often happens, the attempts to govern and control meet resistance: the wide use of the PIN has also generated creative responses 
such as PIN generators (see, e.g., http://id-check.artega.biz/). At the time of writing, we do not have information about how these genera-
tors have been used and who has used them. 
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creasing datafication of the information collected on asy-
lum seekers does not necessarily lead to their increasing 
access to welfare services, or streamlining the process to 
understand their needs and circumstances. Rather, what 
we observe is that their individual needs or circumstances 
are treated as mere “data points” and not necessarily evi-
dence for evaluating their needs. In this regard, collecting 
all these different data appears more like a means for 
heightened control, surveillance, and bordering than a 
means to establish asylum as a human right (Madianou 
2019). 

NORWAY: THE PIN AND THE POLITICS OF SMALL NUMBERS 

The PIN is also central to the production of statistics and 
access to welfare in Norway. And, similarly to Finland, asy-
lum seekers are not issued with a PIN. A statistician at Sta-
tistics Norway clarified that this is because “asylum seekers 
do not have legal residency. When they become refugees, 
they get their registration and then they are included [in 
population statistics].”19 He added that URP does not have 
a direct translation and correspondence in the Norwegian 
context, and he thought that including asylum seekers in 
population statistics generated “a lot of extra work with 
very few benefits.” When asked why it was so, he explained: 
“the number of asylum seekers at any given time who have 
waited at least one year in Norway is a very small number. 
Currently [in 2017] it is around a thousand or more, but 
that is because they [UDI] got a huge flow recently. But very 
soon, they will get on with these numbers too. It is not dif-
ficult to find the figure, but to find individual data is a lot 
of work.”20 The uncertainty of the residence of asylum seek-
ers in Norway was often put forth as a reason for not issuing 
them with a PIN: “most will get rejected anyway,” and “gen-
erally the numbers are small.”21 But not having access to a 
PIN, as in the case of Finland, means that access to welfare 
services is severely limited. In this section, rather than re-
peating the same processes of exclusion through a PIN, we 
will look into how software-sorted exclusion takes place in 
practice. 

In a group meeting on population statistics in 2016, a 
statistician commented that “IT [information technology] 
is a priority now (for statistics) and not the other way 
around.”22 Though the statistician’s comment included a 
touch of sarcasm, discussions about “modernizing” existing 
statistical systems and methods often go hand in hand with 
a strong emphasis on “statistical business process mod-
els”23 or “business intelligent software”24 that speeds up 
the operation of data management and cuts down costs. So 
whether it is discussing how to utilize off-the-shelf business 
solution packages or transitioning from commercial soft-
ware to open software,25 discussions about the future of sta-
tistics and data production for government institutions are 
reminiscent of those happening in the industry, with words 
such as “disruption,” “agile,” and “efficient” being central 
to discussions. 

In an interview with a statistician at UDI, he described 

the “business intelligent software” they recently acquired. 
He walked us through how the software organizes their 
workflow between different departments within UDI and 
between government departments. He noted that he could 
see and track who is who—including the asylum seekers 
registered with the police, the detailed reports the police 
write about individuals, where the asylum seekers are stay-
ing at any moment, and how long they have been there, 
as well as if they have family in Norway. He added that, 
thanks to the software package, now they were on top of 
their schedules and everyone’s work was transparent as the 
software was updated every night. This entailed that they 
received data about asylum applications each night.26 He 
carefully explained to us how this kind of speed in data ex-
change was extraordinary and how it significantly improved 
the possibilities of checking and correcting any data that 
was wrongly entered into the system or teasing out false 
applications. Put simply, the software enabled him “to see 
the problem even before it is a problem.” In order to illus-
trate how the software works, he pointed us to his screen. 
He clicked on the name of a person, and then a person-
al page appeared. On the top right, there was a photo; de-
tails about the person appeared below. As he was scrolling 
through the page, he pointed out that this was one of the 
“flagged” cases because although the person asked to ap-
ply for asylum, once his details were entered into the sys-
tem, it appeared he was Australian. The statistician then 
explained that he found it confusing that someone from 
Australia might apply for asylum and asked himself: “Is this 
a normal occurrence? Are there developments in Australia 
that might warrant this application?” He then answered 
that his judgment was “no,” and the decision on this appli-
cation would be “Expulsion. He is not the guy he claims.” 
That there are attempts to make false claims of asylum in it-
self is not new. Statisticians and bureaucrats working in the 
field often mention the difficulties of separating “deserv-
ing refugees” from those who are not (Griffiths 2012). But 
software sorting introduces a new capability, where the so-
ciotechnical infrastructures that make up the software sys-
tems prescreen, identify, and sort “deservingness” before 
case workers make their decisions. As Aradau and Blanke 
(2018) explain, this judgment on deservingness or unde-
servingness is part of the logic of security where the “unde-
sirables” and risky selves need to be monitored, corrected, 
or excluded based on the anticipation of their future behav-
ior. 

Software, however, does not magically decrease the 
workloads of case workers. In fact, it adds new tasks. While 
before the introduction of the business package, the border 
police were not responsible for entering each interview de-
tail into the categories required by the software, and it was 
sufficient for them to share the initial interviews with UDI, 
now they have to do this work. As a result, “when they 
[the police] cannot be bothered to enter details, they tend 
to hit ‘other.’”27 This does not constitute a problem when 
cases are in the “obviously reject” category—but not all 
cases are. As a result, individual details and contexts that 

Interview, Statistics Norway, March 2017. 
Interview, Statistics Norway, March 2017. 
Interview, UDI: Norway, March 2017. 
Fieldwork notes, February 2016. 
UNECE “Generic Statistical Business Model” Report, 2013. Obtained via fieldwork in 2017. 
Fieldwork notes, June 2016. 
Interview, UDI: Norway, April 2017. 
Interview, UDI: Norway, April 2017. 
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strongly shape the outcome of any asylum application get 
lost. Roberts and Elbe (2017), following Antoinette Rouvroy 
(2013), refer to this as “proxy data,” or “knowledge without 
truth,” noting that knowledge produced by algorithmic 
processes increasingly escapes the previous systems of ver-
ification. In this case, it also entails that individuals’ possi-
bilities of challenging the way they are categorized, sorted, 
or filtered in data become increasingly difficult or, in fact, 
impossible. “Safe country” lists are produced at the inter-
national level, but they do not always coincide with the per-
sonal experiences of individuals in those countries. When 
software sorts individuals a priori without hearing the rea-
sons for their asylum applications, the decisions made 
based on the data generated by this software get “black-
boxed” (Pasquale 2015) and become opaque, illegible, and 
more importantly, unobjectionable. 

Moreover, these systems are increasingly shared across 
institutions within national jurisdictions but also across in-
ternational organizations. The statistician we interviewed 
at UDI, for instance, also described to us that through the 
shared EASO (European Asylum Support Office) database 
within Europe, they could see that one person who applied 
for asylum in Norway had already applied in Germany. Once 
this was found out, they could immediately refuse the ap-
plication and return the person to Germany. In his words, 
the shared software infrastructure within Europe and the 
Dublin Agreement28 were helping prevent “asylum shop-
ping” between countries, which used to be common; previ-
ously “One could live his whole life hopping from country to 
country in the EU; submitting an application, then appeal, 
then another appeal; then hop to another country and do 
the same—until it worked out. Did it not work again? One 
could hop on to another country,” but this was no longer the 
case. 

There is increasing awareness that the Dublin system 
puts the burden on border countries such as Italy and 
Greece. But according to statisticians, this is all the more 
reason to improve the “quota system” in Europe—where 
each country gets allocated a set number of asylum seekers, 
regardless of their country of entry. As the statistician we 
interviewed at UDI put it, “Quota system is important be-
cause . . . it is not the asylum seeker but the system [that] 
decides where a person will go. It also organizes collective 
systems of transporting these people, so an efficient solu-
tion.”29 When efficiency becomes the ultimate goal of set-
ting up systems, however, the day-to-day implications of 
software solutions for what is an increasingly complex legal, 
judicial, and humanitarian problem disappear. 

Software creates its own inclusions and exclusions. As it 
was explained to us, every morning UDI receives an email 
about new registrations; but “born in reception system does 
not necessarily mean the baby was born last night.”30 In-
stead, the baby might have been added to the system last 
night to parents who were already registered in the sys-
tem—so there was a time lag. A time lag also emerges in 
death registrations, as it becomes complicated to register 
deaths when people do not have a PIN and hence do not ap-

pear as if they are residents in data. According to a statisti-
cian at Statistics Norway, “you need an infrastructure” to be 
able to overcome such issues with registration of deaths and 
births; “it is not impossible, but it costs too much to devel-
op [it] and we can’t just do this for fun.”31 This is one of the 
main reasons, for instance, why asylum seekers “are not al-
lowed to marry”: even though marriage could grant them a 
right to reside, registering the marriage of a person without 
a PIN is not technically possible.32 

Thus, in the Norwegian context, there is an important 
politics of small numbers at play. The number of successful 
asylum applications is expected to be too small to warrant 
an infrastructural change to issue a PIN to them. Whether it 
is the uncertainty of their continued residence or likelihood 
of making successful asylum applications, limiting access to 
the PIN is a way of preventing them from accessing the wel-
fare services available to residents. In a way, then, PIN also 
works as a border control device; it acts as a reminder of a 
border, even when individuals are residing in the country. 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

In this article, we proposed that with software being cel-
ebrated as an objective, efficient, and low-cost alternative 
to existing systems of data collection and analysis, there 
is little room, if any, to take into account individual cir-
cumstances in the decision-making process in welfare pro-
visions. While bias and discrimination often constitute the 
central analysis point of studies on algorithms and au-
tonomous decision-making systems, we argued that their 
role in preventing individual voices from challenging how 
they are identified, categorized, and sorted in data is also 
a major issue. We showed that the logic of datafication and 
automatization leads to making decisions based on the 
costs of uprooting existing database infrastructures and da-
ta requirements, and not on individual needs or circum-
stances. We also showed that the need for data standardiza-
tion leads to limiting (or preventing) the access of asylum 
seekers to welfare services, even in countries that are con-
sidered to be the most generous welfare states. We consid-
er this as part of the dismantling of the welfare state as the 
decision to exclude one part of the population due to their 
(uncertain) residency status indicates that access to welfare 
is no longer a universal human right. 

Our findings have important implications for thinking 
about the implications of software-based decisions, which 
are increasingly common in welfare provisions. Below we 
will summarize these through two aspects: accountability 
and data justice. 

One important implication is related to accountability 
for decisions. In increasingly complex database infrastruc-
tures, who/which organization is responsible for which de-
cision becomes very difficult to assess. By stressing that the 
decision is a result of a technical limitation—in our case, 
no PIN is issued to asylum seekers—the institutions diffuse 
responsibility and accountability from the political reasons 
for excluding asylum seekers from welfare state services. 

Interview, UDI: Norway, April 2017. 
The Dublin Regulation establishes that the initial Member State where an asylum application is lodged is responsible for the examination 
of the asylum application; accessed 21 November 2019, https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/asylum/examination-of-
applicants_en. 
Interview, UDI: Norway, April 2017. 
Interview, UDI: Norway, April 2017. 
Interview, Statistics Norway, April 2017. 
Interview, Statistics Norway, April 2017. 
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This also diffuses accountability when things go wrong, 
such as when asylum seekers lose their lives in transit or 
lose contact with family members as they are relocated from 
one country to another. Accountability also presents a prob-
lem when not all those who are part of the database man-
agement of asylum applications are skilled at data process-
ing techniques; or when they are unaware of the immediate 
implications of how data is entered, stored, and handled 
when it comes to populations seeking humanitarian pro-
tection. A typo in registering an asylum seeker’s name or 
their origin country can result in immediate rejection, as 
these details are increasingly screened, sorted, and ana-
lyzed through multiple connected databases. 

The changing practices in production of data on asylum 
seekers and refugees also have implications for data justice. 
Taylor (2017, 6) summarizes three approaches for thinking 
about data justice: (1) data used for governance can support 
power asymmetries (Johnson 2014); (2) data technologies 
can provide greater distributive justice through making the 
poor visible (Heeks and Renken 2016); (3) how practices of 
dataveillance can impact the work of social justice orga-
nizations (Dencik, Hintz, and Cable 2016). In the context 
of asylum seekers, we think the first approach is especially 
pertinent to the vulnerabilities they face. 

The increasing connection of operational databases pro-
duced and managed by border and migration agencies with 
those of statistical ones entail that if a person or a charac-
teristic is not significant enough to be included operational-
ly, that person or characteristic is also excluded from sta-
tistics. This creates and exacerbates important power asym-
metries. Border agencies might not be interested immedi-
ately in the educational qualifications, underlying health-
care concerns, or labor market aspirations of those crossing 
the borders. In population statistics, however, such charac-
teristics play an important role for planning and develop-
ing policies for societies. But when the software packages 
that are used between departments are designed with op-
erational logics in mind, rather than the social, economic, 
and other implications for individuals who are represented 
in data, it becomes difficult to assess the priorities for col-
lecting the data. Is the priority managing migration num-
bers, or is it ensuring justice and equality for those who are 
resident in a country? We think it is important to pay at-
tention to what kind of thinking is behind these data-based 
systems that are used to identify, sort, and keep a record 
of asylum seekers. Madianou (2019) draws attention to the 
fact that the databases and software programs used in hu-
manitarian assistance are increasingly built with a logic of 
capitalism: they measure success based on lowering costs 
and increasing profits—and not necessarily on universal ac-
cess to welfare or decommodification as a human right. The 
development of these databases and software programs is 
also increasingly outsourced to private vendors or private-
public partnerships to cut down on public spending, which 
further indicate that business rather than welfare is the first 
consideration. 

Moreover, fair representation in data is an important as-
pect of achieving data justice and overcoming power asym-
metries. The ability to delete information from one’s data 
or the capability to ask for amendments to be made to one’s 
records is central to achieving fair representation in data 

for asylum seekers. In some countries, once refugees are 
naturalized —that is, once they acquire citizenship—their 
“refugee background” is automatically deleted from the da-
ta as their data is transferred to the central population reg-
ister. But this is not always the case. In Norway, for in-
stance, “refugee background” exists as a category that never 
gets deleted; and even when refugees are naturalized, their 
refugee background and their children’s are kept in the 
records. There might be statistical reasons for doing so 
(e.g., to compare integration levels, for instance); but it re-
mains a question of social justice when usual residents are 
asked to share their background details with the govern-
ment (e.g., data related to identity such as religion and eth-
nicity are not collected in Norway), but individuals with a 
refugee background are not given the option to stop being 
refugees in data. In Finland, information on residence per-
mit is removed immediately after naturalization. However, 
the method of assigning 1 January as the date of birth to 
those without valid identity documents during registration 
makes their background potentially recognizable and them 
potentially identifiable in data. We consider this a broad 
issue of ethics. Asylum seekers are not in a position to 
refuse to share their data (including biometric and personal 
data) with government officials, humanitarian agencies, or 
international organizations. With data increasingly shared 
across various platforms and databases to make decisions 
on their cases, it becomes a question of how this data is 
handled in a fair manner. 

Moreover, Dencik et al. (2016) draw attention to the po-
litical agenda that is driving the implementation of exten-
sive data surveillance organized around risk management 
and securitization of borders, and not asylum as a funda-
mental human right. In this article, we showed that asylum 
seekers are not issued PINs, and they are not included in the 
central population registers. This, however, does not mean 
that there is lack of data production on asylum seekers. If 
anything, it can be argued that the principles of data mini-
mization, response burden, and the anonymity and privacy 
of individuals—which are fundamental tenets of statistical 
data production—often do not apply to the case of asylum 
seekers; and practices that could be interpreted as surveil-
lance are often normalized when it comes to them. From the 
celebration of retina scans as a form of identification33 to 
the ubiquitous use of biometrics for identifying and track-
ing individuals, there seems to be no information that is too 
private to collect and no data that is too personal to store 
when it comes to those claiming asylum (also see Madianou 
2019). This is why we think that data-based systems are not 
expanding the scope of welfare systems due to the abun-
dance of new and more types of data, but instead are having 
the opposite effect as these data become border control de-
vices—acting as a reminder of a border, even when asylum 
seekers are residing in the country or refugees have become 
naturalized citizens. This we call a data justice issue. 
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