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1
Background

Citizens who apply for and/or receive a welfare benefit cash 
award (a type of social protection payment) are referred to as 
claimants. Digitised services have inherent harms (negative 
effects on claimants), independent of policy and regulation. This 
study examined how harms arise in the predominantly digital 
Universal Credit (UC), which supports around 5.7m 
working-age UK adults with higher levels of socio-economic 
deprivation, who may be in precarious situations, and are 
among those most digitally-excluded. 

2
Methodology

• Design recommendations drawn from earlier research with 
77 claimants used to identify potential design features;

• Additional feedback sought about UC Online content;
• Recruitment of additional participants to fill knowledge gaps;
• Features to be implemented selected by claimant 

participants and, later, added to by advisor participants;
• Iterative refinement of design in collaboration with 

participants using interviews, surveys and workshops;
• Construction of pastiche version of the existing UC Online;
• Coding and  testing of the fully functional Universal Credit 

web browser eXtension (UCX);
• Workshop formative evaluations using Think Aloud and 

individual interview-based summative evaluations.

3
Challenges

• Vulnerable participants (welfare benefit claimants);
• High-level of participant concern about doing anything which 

might affect their own live benefit claims or undertaking any 
group-based methods with other people involved;

• Only possible to use remote methods due to coronavirus;
• Existing e-government website application (UC Online) 

requires authenticated access, available only to UC 
claimants with a live claim;

• Lack of a trial or test environment for the existing UC Online;
• No publicly-available specification, architecture, source code 

or API for UC Online.

Despite these challenges, 8 claimant and 10 advisor 
participants were recruited directly. All research and 
interaction with participants was undertaken remotely 
one-to-one by the researcher, apart from the two formative 
evaluation workshops conducted in-person with advisors.

The study’s participants identified how the personal 
harms arising in UC Online change with the introduction 
of the well-meaning design changes in UCX. Some harms 
are attenuated, others can be amplified; harms can be 
removed and new harms arise; these can change over 
time, arise outwith the state’s own service touchpoints, 
and occur before, between and after use of the digitised 
touchpoints. The harms are ‘digital design discretion’, 
arising through choices which could be made differently. 
Harms to claimants can adversely impact on the objective 
of the state policy being implemented. The study 
supported, and provided further examples for, the general 
taxonomy of harms developed in earlier 
stages of the research 
project.

Findings5
Digitised services should allow integration by non-state 
actors (through increased ‘porosity’), such as third sector 
organisations or by citizens themselves, to become 
community assets, to make better use of them 
advantageously for the purposes of claimants, and thus to 
better deliver state policy. Further ecosytem-related 
design recommendations and design implications were 
developed, adding to those identified in earlier 
stages of the wider research 
project.
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