
Universal Fiction: Imagining Something Different

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, ability 
to use devices and software).

This work contributed to creating knowledge about how harms, negative impacts which 
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.

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.

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).

A fourteenth blank  
indicates how other 
harms can be identified 
and other concepts to 
address those could be 
added for exploration.

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).
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