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Abstract. In recent years—particularly following the COVID-19 pandemic—governments have
expanded the use of digital technologies and automated systems in social protection policies.
One of the most prominent developments in this field is the spread of Single Registries: unified
databases of individuals and families in vulnerable situations, often integrated with artificial
intelligence (AI) and automated decision-making tools. In Brazil, the Unified Registry for Social
Programs (“Cadastro Unico”) has become the main infrastructure for identifying and selecting
beneficiaries of a wide range of social programs, including Bolsa Familia. As of late 2024, it holds
data on over 95 million people. In July 2024, the Brazilian government launched its national
Artificial Intelligence Plan, allocating R$ 1.76 billion to the use of Al in public services—part of
which is earmarked for modernizing Cadastro Unico. While automation can improve the
management and coordination of social policies, it also introduces new risks. If not carefully
implemented, automated systems can produce errors, limit access to rights, and reinforce
existing inequalities. In 2019, the UN Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty warned of the
emergence of a “digital welfare dystopia” marked by opacity, exclusion, and lack of
accountability. This workshop proposes a critical dialogue on the expansion of Al and
automation in social protection, using the Brazilian experience as a starting point. We aim to
discuss how data-driven tools are reshaping eligibility, targeting, and control in welfare systems,
and to reflect on how a data justice approach can help ensure that digital governance in this field
promotes — not undermines — equity and inclusion.
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1. Introduction

Created in 2001, the Unified Registry for Social Programs (Cadastro Unico para Programas Sociais - CadUnico) is a
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tool of the Brazilian Federal Government designed to identify, register and select low-income families for access
to social programs such as Bolsa Familia and the Social Electricity Tariff, among others. Comprising software and
forms that collect, process, and cross-check personal data of Brazilians living in poverty and extreme poverty [1],
CadUnico serves as an infrastructure for the implementation of social assistance programs [2]. It does so by
applying income criteria and specific conditionalities for each government program, allowing cross-referencing
information with other government agencies.

As of December 2024, more than 95 million Brazilians (or 41 million families) were registered in CadUnico. In
total, 45 Federal Government social programs currently rely on CadUnico. States and municipalities also run
programs that use the registry. Given the high number of programs and beneficiaries, datafication and automation
are structural components of CadUnico. It operates as a vast database which is automatically and periodically
cross-checked with other government databases to verify the income data of registered families [3].

The increasing use of technology and automation in social protection programs is not a phenomenon exclusive to
Brazil. The so-called Single Registries—unified databases of vulnerable citizens that incorporate artificial
intelligence and automation—have been multiplying worldwide, with notable examples in South Africa (e.g.,
SOCPEN) and the Netherlands (e.g., BRP). In recent years, many of these Single Registry systems have introduced
various technologies to automate registration, data cross-referencing, and beneficiary selection processes.

As Dencik et al. [4] point out, "smart" technologies, machine learning, and artificial intelligence are integral to
how societies are organized and how decisions are made across different spheres. The types of services that can
be accessed, how they are accessed, and the various governance models for public policies potentially involve
data processing practices and automated decision-making.

The widespread use of technology can optimize the management of social protection programs, but it can also
pose challenges for individuals who rely on these tools to exercise their rights. In 2019, in an analysis of the
impact of data-driven and automated systems on income redistribution and service administration, the UN
Special Rapporteur highlighted the potential risk of creating a dystopian state of digital welfare characterized by a
passive and automated existence.

Studies in the field of Data Justice [5] [6] [7] seek to analyze this new era of digital governance in public policy
from a perspective that, on the one hand, addresses power asymmetries in the use of personal data and, on the
other, examines how data-driven technologies can promote distributive justice by increasing the visibility of
marginalized groups [8].

In this context of intensified scrutiny of social assistance programs through a datafication-driven approach,
artificial intelligence and automation have increasingly been incorporated into monitoring strategies. In 2024, the
Federal Government announced the use of Al to "strengthen the fight against fraud in Bolsa Familia and
CadUnico." [9] In other words, beyond the challenges related to the disproportionate exposure of beneficiaries'
data in social protection programs, the growing use of invasive technologies for monitoring raise concerns about
potential errors and injustices caused by automation.
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2. Objectives

Based on the Brazilian case of CadUnico, this workshop aims to discuss the challenges of expanding automated
decision-making and Al in social protection policies. We seek insights into:

(1) how automation has been incorporated into social protection programs worldwide, focusing
on the different technological tools and models being used, the role of Al in these systems, and the
outcomes and challenges faced in various countries;

(2) the benefits and risks of these automated systems, examining both the positive impacts (such as
increased efficiency) and the potential drawbacks, such as increased surveillance and potential biases.
We also intend to discuss how automation can either improve or worsen access to services for
marginalized groups;

(3) how technologies can effectively address inequalities; and

(4) whether these technologies may inadvertently perpetuate inequalities.

Through this dialogue, we aspire to collectively tackle challenges and explore more effective pathways for
developing social protection policies grounded in data justice.

3. Methodology and Format

This workshop will adopt a participatory format that combines the World Café and Chatham House methods to
foster an open and reflective environment (The World Café is a structured conversational process aimed at
encouraging collaborative dialogue and knowledge sharing through rotating small-group discussions. The Chatham
House Rule offers the possibility of workshops in an atmosphere of trust: participants are free to use the information
received, but the identity and affiliation of other speakers cannot be revealed; the event is not recorded or
transcribed; and participants are allowed to post about it on social media, as long as no attributions are made to the
statements).

The structure is designed to balance theoretical framing with collaborative discussion, while respecting the time
allocation of two 90-minute sessions. It will combine a conceptual presentation on Data Justice and the Brazilian
Single Registry case, based on the research conducted by InternetLab and the Privacy International in partnership
with University of St, Gallen. After the initial presentation, the workshop participants will be divided into four
groups, each tasked with collectively discussing one targeted question. The activity will have the following
structure:

1) Introduction and contextualization (15 minutes):

This opening segment will present the workshop’s objectives, structure, and participatory rules. It aims to frame
the discussion and foster a space for collective inquiry into the role of data and automation in social protection
policies.

Presentation on Data Justice and CadUnico (35 minutes):

To ensure a common foundation of knowledge among all participants, the workshop moderators will conduct a
theoretical presentation on the concept of data justice. They will also present the results of the research Data
Justice and Social Protection: Technologies, Algorithms, and Automated Decisions in CadUnico, conducted by
InternetLab, which will support the group discussions.

Group discussion (1 hour 30 minutes):

The workshop room will be organized into four discussion tables, each focused on one of the workshop’s four key
questions (as outlined in the previous section). Participants will be divided into groups and will rotate through
two different tables in 45-minute rounds. Each table will have post-its on which participants will write key points
from the discussion. This format ensures that everyone engages with at least two of the key questions, allowing
for both focused and diverse contributions across topics.

Collective discussion (40 minutes):
Participants will reconvene in a plenary session to share key takeaways and reflect on cross-cutting themes.
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Moderators will synthesize insights from the discussion tables, identifying tensions, convergences, and directions
for future research and advocacy. The workshop will close with a collaborative exercise to draft a preliminary
agenda for data justice in the field of social protection.

4. Target Audience

The workshop is designed for researchers, policymakers, and civil society organizations that work at the
intersection of technology, social protection, digital governance, artificial intelligence and data justice.
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