Universal Fiction: Imagining Something Different

Colin Watson, Open Lab, Newcastle University

The Digital Benefits and Disbenefits project explored e-government technology-generated
remote self-service encounters in welfare benefit public services, from the point of view of
claimants. The aim was to identify and mitigate the harms (negative effects on claimants)
arising from digitisation design itself, separate to policy choices (e.g. legislation, regulations)

or the inherent nature of digital channels (e.g. availability of devices, internet access, abi
to use devices and software).

Thirteen imaginary citizen-focused technology ideas
Inspired by discussions with claimants who are using the
remote self-service welfare benefit system, Universal
Credit Online, and those who provide advice or assistance.
The full descriptions are published on the project website
(link below).
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Icons from or based on designs from the Noun Project at https;//thenounproject.com with specific attributions for each are provided on the following pages

A piece of narrative fiction
was also created which
describes the future use

of these thirteen concepts
In a single story, published
on the project website (link
below).

Four of the concept ideas (Ad:Visor, Channel:Expander,
Pre:Peer and You:See) were developed further as
speculative scenarios to be used as prompts in
subsequent interviews and surveys with Universal Credit
claimants. The scenario documents described the harms
being addressed, depicting claimants using the concept
and identified some examples of what might go wrong.

This work contributed to creating knowledge about how harms, negative impacts which
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Pre:Peer

Series of guided physical and digital activities to prepare for making
a subsequent claim for Universal Credit, including creating a UC
account and undertaking identity verification.

1. Creating log-in details and getting the required information is
not always easy and errors lead to delays.

2. The sooner a claim for Universal Credit can be made when
needed, the sooner the first payment will be.

3. Identity verification has to be undertaken again from scratch
with each new Universal Credit claim.

Digital exercise work-book to go through preparations and

then all the steps required make a claim for Universal Credit to
ensure everything is ready in case it is necessary subsequently
to do so for real. Pre:Peer is encouraged to be a social activity
“with peers” to share knowledge, experience and skills within
the citizen’s local community. Activities and documentation are
available in multiple language versions, large print, Braille, British
Sign Language, text and voice.

The preparation aspects can include if possible creating an email
account, getting a current account, putting information in place
to facilitate identity verification, undertaking tasks to improve
credit-score, putting in place actions to reduce likelihood of being
flagged as a fraud risk, building up a financial buffer, and creating
small reserves of non-perishable food.

The walk-through to make a claim includes checking the
implications of claiming based on an individual's circumstances,
all the information gathering, creating a real account and
undertaking the identity verification step to prevent this being

a future delay. People are encouraged to revisit the work-book
periodically to keep it up-to-date as their situation changes. If
you do make a real claim, the work-book provides check-lists and
tips to ensure the process is as straightforward as possible

to reduce anxiety and stress, avoid errors, and ensure that all
the necessary facts are provided to DWP so that all relevant
considerations are taken into account.

Preparation tips suggested by advice agencies, advisors, the
wider community and the DWP itself such as https://www.
understandinguniversalcredit.gov.uk/ and an unofficial practice
version of Universal Credit online at https://www.we-are-digital.
co.uk/universal-credit-online/.
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interface including enhanced usability on smaller devices, text-to-
speech and live translation to non English/Welsh languages.

\Web browser plug-ins. Online translation services. WWW
browser auto-fill web form completion.
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Re:Solve

Conflict avoidance though assisted communication. Gathering
and assembly of information to prepare and assist drafting and

submission of disputes, complaints, mandatory reconsiderations and

appeals.

1. A lack of domain knowledge undermines communication.

2. Citizens sometimes have to resort to using complaints
processes to progress their enquiries or to get decisions made.
3. Mandatory Reconsiderations,/Appeals are generally not online.
4. It is difficult to gather and assemble all relevant information to
challenge an action, support a complaint or appeal.

Re:Solve tries to help avoid problems escalating into any form of
dispute by providing guidance on using the appropriate welfare
benefit, regulatory and process terms to reduce communication
misunderstandings. Citizens can use it to help draft Journal
messages for the situation or event they have a question about.
If something cannot be resolved by DWP’s operational staff, a
citizen can make a complaint about a mistake, unreasonable
delays, how they have been treated or how they have not been
kept informed. Re:Solve will help prepare the complaint and can
provide the text for each part of the online form, or submit that
on behalf of the citizen automatically, creating a record of the
submission.

Similarly Re:Solve can help prepare for and assemble evidence

if a citizen wants to challenge a benefit decision (i.e. request a
Mandatory Reconsideration) or Appeal against a benefit decision.
For Mandatory Reconsiderations information is generated to
read out while phoning an Agent, or as a document to print and
send by post, or by autofilling the relevant form. For Appeals,
Re:Solve will provide the relevent guidance based on the citizen's
national jurisdiction, provide suggestions when the citizen should
seek advice from a welfare benefits expert in their area, and can
help complete and submit the online Appeal form, create login
credentials as necessary, and save the Appeal letter afterwards.
All aspects of Re:Solve support multiple languages and other
accessibility options.

DWP’s Complaints Procedure, online Universal Credit Make

a Complaint form, Challenge a Benefit Decision and Appeal a
Benefit Decision. Information, guidance and complaint/MR/
appeal guides and tools from AdviceNow, Citizens Advice, Dis-
ability Rights UK, Public Law Project and Turn2Us. Tools which
assist making Subject Access Requests and seeking redress like
Which? and DoNotPay.com.
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Message:Monitor

Benefit system message aggregation, analysis, triage, prioritisation,
tracking, chasing, sharing and with some auto-response capabilities.

1. Messages can be required actions but may be informational.
2. Missing messages or not responding quickly enough to
important requests can lead to payment delays or sanctions.
3. Key actions are somewhat hidden by only being in the
unthreaded Journal and To Do List online.

4. There can be long delays getting responses from Agents.

Communication message aggregation, processing, interpretation
and triage. SMS or email messages from the Universal Credit
system maintain a relatively stable and standard format, and
generally with a limited range of content. The content is scanned,
allocated a priority (e.g. information only, warning, urgent)

and citizen-selected rules used to determine how these are
forwarded on and to whom (e.g. the citizen, a relative, an advisor),
whether a preconfigured automatic response or a manual
custom response is added to the citizen’s Journal, or even
undertake a limited set of tasks (e.g. book an appointment with a
work coach).

Messages initiated by citizens are tracked for subsequent
responses, and if there are delays automatically sends chase-up
requests, especially where the subject matter is time-sensitive or
related to potential breaches of commitments which could lead
to sanctions.

A complete log of all messages and actions is maintained to
provide a permanent record in case of disputes.

Triage processes used to identify issues and determine priority
of need such as in hospital ASE reception and consumer support
services. Queue management systems. Email filtering rules in
mail clients. Data scraping and event log analysis systems.
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Impact citizens, arise in the existing Universal Credit Online, and how introducing additional

citizen-focused features using digital technologies would add, remove, amplify or attenuate

harms. The knowledge was then used to contribute to the design and evaluation of two
digital prototype interventions which aimed to reduce some harms.

peculative
scenario
documents

Narrative
fiction
short story

descriptions of
all concepts

www.digitalbenefits.uk
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Moaobile:MFP

Multi-function peripheral that physically travels along designated

routes at scheduled times bringing printing, scanning, copying, faxing,

mobile data and WiFi to people’s own locations.

1. Citizens often do not have copying, scanning and printing
capabilities themselves, yet are needed to submit evidence or
share information with intermediaries.

2. Fixed internet and mobile data are expensive.

3. Citizens need regular internet access to make and maintain
claims online, or call time for telephone claimants.

Physical multi-function peripherals which travel around
communities on motorised transport. The key services are
printing, scanning and copying, but Mobile:MFP includes mobile
phone signal enhancement and creates a localised WiFi hotspot.
Each vehicle travels around set routes many times/ day so

that citizens know when it will be in their area allowing them to
schedule appointments or undertake tasks that require internet
access.

Power sockets allow mobile device charging.

Multi-function peripheral (printer) which can be found in
every office. Local authority provided mobile library services.

Community transport services. Mobile-phone discounted SIM-only

tariffs for households on low incomes such as Vodafone’s “For
Now".
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Work:Agent

Accelerated work vacancy search, employer research and job
application submission; with activity record-keeping and evidence
submission to support Universal Credit jobsearch commitments.

‘. Jobsearch effort is often required yet is time-consuming,
repetitive and slow.

2. Logging Jobsearch is laborious and time-consuming.

3. Most vacancies and job application processes are online
requiring regular internet access and use.

4. Longer-term unemployed need greater guidance and support.

Automated engine creates accounts on popular job vacancy
listing websites to monitor matching vacancies. Citizen defines
roles, working hours, rates of pay, skills, locations and optionally
specific employers. Vacancy links in Jobcentre Twitter posts or
individual Journal messages could also be consumed.

Matching vacancies can either be alerted to the claimant by
their preferred method (e.g. SMS, email, chat), or if relevant
information has been entered in advance, CV assembly with/
without auto submission can be used to apply with or without any
intervention

The number of equivalent “human effort hours” is configurable
to highlight if the required daily jobsearch commitment is being
achieved or not. Additional manual activities (e.g. employer
research, completing a paper application form, updating/
customising covering letters and CVs, phoning employers,
researching childcare, attending interviews and assessments)
can be logged manually to create a comprehensive record.

A record of activities/hours is generated each day which can
posted as an update to Jobsearch records but also as an
enhanced longer note to the Universal Credit Journal, either
manually or automatically, prompting for review and feedback
from Workcoaches to help steer the citizen’s efforts and help
maintain their motivation to find or improve employment.
Workcoaches and others providing employment support can use
Work:Agent for interactive citizen messaging and meetings.

Screen scraping and aggregation tools. CV builder tools. Linkedin
apply for a job. Web page automation tools like Greasemonkey
and Selenium.
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