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The Digital Benefits and Disbenefits project explored e-government technology-generated 
remote self-service encounters in welfare benefit public services. Analysis of findings 
from three studies were used to identify implications for design that intended to reduce 
harms, negative effects impacting claimants themselves (e.g. time, physical, mental, 
financial) arising from the digital implementation itself, separate to policy choices 
(e.g. legislation, regulations) or the inherent nature of digital channels (e.g. availability 
of devices, internet access, ability to use devices and software). This Research Briefing 
Nº4 describes one of the digital prototypes designed and evaluated during the project, 
which was undertaken to learn more about the harms to claimants arising in Personal 
Independence Payment and how changes to attenuate harms can introduce new harms 
or amplify existing harms, to contribute to wider knowledge about digitisation of similar 
social protection payment public services.
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Introduction
Earlier steps in the project began to identify negative impacts arising from digitisation design 
(the harms) on citizens applying for and receiving award payments (claimants). These were used 
to inform the design and evaluation of two digital prototypes, one for Personal Independence 
Payment (PIP) in this Research Briefing Nº4, and one for Universal Credit (UC) in Research Briefing 
Nº3. Intentionally, these interventions go beyond concerns about the presented digital interface, 
to include aspects of claimants’ wider ecosystems and how these contribute to service access. 
This is particularly true for PIP, where the digital version for providing supporting evidence is not 
offered to all, and most claimants use the paper-based process. The design of this intervention 
was led by a claimant, and was evaluated by professional advisors, attempted to examine how 
citizen controlled digital tools could mitigate identified/perceived harms and improve the digital 
interactions between government and claimants. Together with the earlier work, findings from the 
design and evaluation of the prototypes contributed to the final harms identified (Research Briefing 
Nº1) and implications for design which intend to counter the harms (Research Briefing Nº2).

Scope of the digital intervention
A PIP claimant made contact directly due to research prior to this project, regarding a hybrid 
physical-digital diary to help PIP claimants prepare for an advisor assisted interview to complete 
the PIP claim form (see poster at https://www.digitalbenefits.uk/pip/).  The claimant wanted to 
design a digital tool to help gather evidence from supporters. They explained how supporters may 
be unable to attend the PIP form-filling appointment with the claimant, and possibly do not feel 
sufficiently confident to write a letter of support, but can provide a useful independent view of a 
claimant’s needs, since some daily needs can become customary and thus may not be recognised 
or mentioned by claimants themselves. The claimant participant suggested a need for something 
quicker and simpler than a diary, to gather additional evidence for the claim from these people 
who otherwise might not be able to contribute.

Design process
Design was undertaken iteratively over a period of three months, to discuss, trial and agree the 
range, arrangement, language and wording of a questionnaire using MS Forms to try alternatives 
and implement the final version. The design process also included agreeing an evaluation 
procedural guide for advisors and an invitation card for claimants to give to supporters requesting 
them to contribute their evidence through the questionnaire. Additionally, a purpose-built mock 
assistance organisation web page was made and hosted online, to demonstrate how the invitation 
card would link supporters via an explanation to the questionnaire form. All these artefacts 
together are the PS Toolkit.

Summative evaluations were undertaken by people from a single organisation who provide advice 
to PIP claimants using semi-structured in-person interviews. Each advisor was sent the toolkit 
materials in advance of interview dates to allow time to read and use the toolkit.

PS Toolkit
The materials created for use in the interviews and parts of the online questionnaire are shown in 
Figures 1–8.
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Figure 1: First page of the briefing document for interviewees providing background to 
the research project and how the digital prototype was designed
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Figure 2: Second page of the briefing document for interviewees providing an overview of 
the research activity and a description of how the PS Toolkit would be used in practice
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Figure 3: Third page of the briefing document for interviewees providing information on 
the instruction cards created and guidance on the research process
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Figure 4: Screen shot of the mock organisation webpage which provides instructions to a 
claimant’s supporter and a link to the online questionnaire
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Figure 5: The initial page of the online questionnaire
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Figure 6: Subsequent pages of the questionnaire; one for each PIP assessed activity
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Figure 7: Optional extra questions 
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Figure 8: The message displayed on submission  of the questionnaire

Outcomes from the design and evaluation of the PS Toolkit digital prototype
The digital prototype added to knowledge about how harms arise in the processes for providing 
evidence to support a PIP claim system and across claimants’ support networks. The design of a 
prototype which alters the system permitted exploration of how harms can alter as the result of 
changes.

Like the other prototype (Research Briefing Nº3), the work validated the categories in the Taxonomy 
of Harms (Research Briefing Nº1) and contributed to new implications for design (Research Briefing 
Nº2). In turn, these helped answer the research questions (Research Briefing Nº5). All the research 
briefings are available as PDFs on the Digital Benefits and Disbenefits (DBD) project website at 
https://www.digitalbenefits.uk/

Subsequent to the research and to help disseminate the findings, a practical tool has been created 
for those designing and implementing e-government services. DBD Cornucopia helps teams 
review their work to identify where and how harmful effects can arise, using gamification. Further 
information and downloads are available at https://www.digitalbenefits.uk/cornucopia/
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Research Briefing Nº4: PIP Supporters Toolkit
This is one of five documents describing outputs from Colin Watson’s 
doctoral human-computer interaction (HCI) research project 
Digital Benefits and Disbenefits, undertaken 2019–2023 at Open Lab, 
Newcastle University, UK. These research briefings draw on findings, 
analysis and discussion published in his thesis Understanding and 
Reducing the Negative Effects of Digitisation on Claimants’ Access 
to Online Social Protection Services through the Design of Citizen-
Controlled Digital Tools, supervised by Dr Ahmed Kharrufa (Open Lab, 
Newcastle University) and Professor Ruth McAreavey (Sociology, 
Newcastle University). Colin Watson qualified for the award Doctor of 
Philosophy in the School of Computing on 18 March 2024.
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