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Executive Summary
Interchange is a not-for-profit charity which aims to link higher education students with local

and voluntary organisations in order to create a piece of research which benefits both

parties.

Citizens Advice Knowsley is a registered charity which aims to provide the advice people

need for the problems they face and to work to improve the policies and practices which im -

pact upon people’s lives. This project is part of their local research sector to help local resid -

ents in Knowsley. This research project has focused on finding out about digital barriers

which residents in Knowsley face and how this has had an impact or will have an impact with

regard to Universal Credit being rolled out solely online. Citizens Advice Knowsley wanted to

find out what these barriers were and also have recommendations as to what they could do

in order to remedy these issues which local people face.

This project was approved by the University of Liverpool’s ethics committee and so adheres

to ethical guidelines which are crucial to any piece of social research. All participants gave

their informed consent to take part in this project through the participant information

sheets (see Appendix A) and consent forms. All effort was given to ensure no harm would

come to any parties involved in this project and all names given are pseudonyms in order to

protect the confidentiality and anonymity of participants. 

Focus groups and interviews were the chosen methods for this piece of research. A focus

group of Knowsley residents was put together to create a guided conversation around the di -

gital barriers they face, and two one-to-one interviews with Citizens Advice staff were ar -

ranged to gain their perspective on the issues based on work they had done with a range of

residents. Finally, a group interview took place with two residents to explain the recom -

mendations made so they could contribute further to the project.

The main findings from this piece of research can be split into four categories: Access, Skills,

Generation and Health and Illness. These are the main areas which both residents and staff

felt impacted the ability to get online. Access refers to both the price of having internet at

home and being able to travel to places where internet is free. Skills encompasses both liter -

acy skills which impedes the ability to understand Universal Credit forms and computer skills

which are needed to work on a computer independently. Generation was an issue which

combined with other issues such as social class and health which created a barrier for many.
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Finally health and illness was considered a barrier not only because disability and illness pre -

vented residents from being able to get online, but also because the stress of having to use

computers generated both mental and physical health issues.

Overall, it has been found that digital barriers are a complex, multifaceted issue for many of

the participants in this study, and as a result, four key recommendations have been made to

Citizens Advice Knowsley at the end of this project. These are:

 Communicate with local organisations to publicise where and when access to the

internet, with training, is available

 Promote training of staff in community centres in communication, mental health

and customer service

 Work with job centres to point residents in the direction of freely available inter -
net and ensure they understand the needs of their clients

 Research further to find out what changes Universal Credit forms may need

Introduction

Interchange
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Interchange is a registered charity which aims to connect higher education students with

local voluntary organisations to generate research and work based projects. Their aim is to

help both voluntary organisations who have research needs and develop the skills of stu -

dents in the research field (University of Liverpool 2015).

Citizens Advice Knowsley
Citizens Advice Knowsley is an independent, not-for-profit charity which aims to

provide specialist welfare and money advice. They also provide advice in a range of

different areas such as immigration, health, employment and education. The aims of

Citizens Advice Knowsley are two-fold: to provide the advice local people need and to im -

prove the policies and practices which affect these people’s lives (Citizens Advice Knowsley).

This is where this project comes in; the Bureau aims to research issues which their local res -

idents face and believe that digital barriers are an arising issue. 

The Project
This project was developed in collaboration with Citizens Advice Knowsley and has three

main aims. These are to find out what experiences residents of Knowsley have had when try -

ing to use technology for their particular needs, to discover what barriers have prevented

residents from using the internet, and finally to make recommendations to the Bureau and

wider organisations about what could be done to remedy these issues.

This project was developed by Citizens Advice Knowsley as part of a wider aim to reduce the

barriers which their clients face with regard to Government services. Their national ‘On Hold

and Left in the Cold’ campaign for example has researched into phone waiting times and

their impacts on local people. Whilst this research has taken place, other projects have been

developed such as the ‘Debt Help’ project and looking into issues around the readability of

Government letters. Therefore this project will hopefully have a significant impact on the

work Citizens Advice Knowsley can do.

Context

Universal Credit
Universal Credit is a means tested benefit first introduced by the Coalition Government of

2010-2015. The current Government aim to replace several means tested benefits such as

Jobseekers Allowance (JSA), Employment Support Allowance (ESA) and Working Tax Credit
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with Universal Credit by 2017 (Kennedy 2012). The ostensible aim of Universal Credit is to

simplify the process of claiming benefits, and ultimately ‘make work pay’ (Gov.uk 2015). As a

result, Universal Credit comes as one monthly payment covering each of the previous bene -

fits a recipient would receive. Whilst the payments gradually decrease as the recipient earns

more, the payments do not stop once working 16 hours, unlike previous benefits such as JSA

(Gov.uk 2015). As the stated aim of the Government is to simplify the process of receiving

benefits, they have moved the application process online, believing that this will enable a

simple procedure which can be updated and amended almost instantly (Kennedy 2012). As

well as this, the Government argues that using online services promotes behaviours associ -

ated with employment in the current market (Kennedy 2012). Being prepared for work and

taking responsibility is a key part of the underlying principles of Universal Credit. The

Claimant Commitment is therefore a fundamental aspect of Universal Credit; this requires

recipients to set goals with the Job Centre based on their circumstances, and these goals and

aims must be met (Gov.uk 2015). If they are not, benefits can be reduced or stopped for a

considerable amount of time (Kennedy 2012). The Job Centre is seen to be crucial to get re -

cipients back into work according to the principles of Universal Credit, although it is noted

that it is the recipient’s job to find work and do everything they can to provide for them -

selves, which includes doing a job search (also online) for 35 hours per week (Gov.uk 2015).

Universal Credit is one part of the welfare reforms introduced over the past few years, and is

also only part of the ‘digital by default’ strategy. However, this will be the main area of focus

in this report.

Internet Usage
As noted, Universal Credit is based solely online, with few exceptions for special circum -

stances such as severe disability. As a result, it is important to consider internet usage in the

UK to begin to situate where barriers may arise for particular groups of the population. In

2015, 72% of adults used a computer every day, a figure which has increased from 45% in

2006, when records began to be taken (Office for National Statistics ONS 2015 A). As noted,

in 2012 the UK Government launched ‘digital by default’, where by public services would be

moved online. In 2015, the most common reason to access Government websites was to ob -

tain information (31%), followed by submitting forms (30%) and downloading forms (24%)

(ONS 2015 A). This helps us to understand why most people use Government sites and that

applying for Universal Credit is a potential reason for this. Of the 14% of households who did

not have access to the internet in 2015, 31% reported this was due to lack of skills, 14% re -
4



ferred to the high cost of equipment, 12% reported the high cost of access and a high major -

ity of 53% argued they did not require access (ONS 2015 A). Already this begins to highlight

some of the barriers which people in the UK generally are facing when it comes to accessing

the internet. There are particular groups which are more affected by this, for example of the

5.9 million adults in the UK who had never used the internet, over half were aged 75+ (ONS

2015 B). As well as this, disabled adults made up 48% of all 1.1 million lapsed users; those

who had once but no longer use the internet, in January to March 2015 (ONS 2015 B). Again,

this is interesting to note for this project, as it will be noted later that there is a complex in -

terplay of factors such as age and health when it comes to being able to access the internet.

As you can see, despite the numbers of people using the internet increasing in the UK, there

are still many people who are not currently able to access the services which are provided

online.

Knowsley
As this project is focused on the barriers faced by residents in Knowsley, it is important to

have a context about the area, and see how particular issues may increase the impact digital

services may have. Knowsley has a particularly high unemployment rate of 7.3% in compar -

ison to the national rate of 5.4% (Nomis Web 2015). As well as this, the proportion of eco -

nomically inactive people is also higher than the national figure; 26.2% and 22.3% respect -

ively (Nomis Web 2015). The most common reason given for economic inactivity in the area

was due to long term sickness (38.6%) followed by being in education (22.8%) and looking

after the family home (20.1%) (Nomis Web 2015). This translates into the most likely bene -

fits claimed being ESA (12.2%), which compares to 6.3% nationally, followed by Carer’s Al -

lowance (3.2%) and JSA (2.3%) (Nomis Web 2015). It is important to note here that Nomis

Web state that their statistics do not yet include Universal Credit as this data is not currently

available. These statistics do suggest however that many residents in Knowsley will at some

point need to access the internet in order to utilise some Government services, and possibly

create a Universal Credit Claim. Amongst the findings section of this report, it will be noted

that factors such as money and education come into play where digital barriers are con -

cerned. In Knowsley, 15.3% of the population had no qualifications in 2014, compared to the

national figure of 8.8%, and 78.8% only had NVQ Level 1 qualifications (Nomis Web 2015). As

well as this, a full time worker’s weekly pay in Knowsley was £474.90 in 2015, which is ap -

proximately 89% of the national figure of £529.60 (Nomis Web 2015). These statistics add up

to show that Knowsley is a relatively deprived area, and so investigating what affect benefit
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changes and moving online becomes even more crucial as it will be shown that these factors

have an impact on accessing the internet, and therefore being able to access crucial informa-

tion and eventually, benefits.

Ethics and Methodology

This project received ethical approval from the University of Liverpool’s ethics committee.

The three key areas of ethics; informed consent, protection from harm and confidentiality

and anonymity were therefore maintained during this research. The issue of informed con -

sent, ensuring that participants knew what the research would entail and what the research

would be used for (Social Research Association 2003) was provided through participant in -

formation sheets (see Appendix A).  This informed participants of where the data would be

used, and ensured they knew it was their decision of whether to participate in the study, as

they had the right to withdraw (Social Research Association 2003). From the beginning this
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project considered the issue of harm, and steps were taken to ensure that the research

would have minimal disturbance to the researcher and the participants (Social Research As -

sociation 2003). The nature of this research did not include invasive or sensitive topics, how -

ever there were staff available should a participant need to seek advice about topics which

arose. Confidentiality and anonymity are a crucial part of social research, and social re -

searchers should take steps to prevent the identity of the participants from being revealed

(Social Research Association 2003). All the names given in this report are pseudonyms, and

all recorded data was destroyed after analysis took place. All of these points were outlined

to the participants in this study, as Appendix A shows.  

The first method used during data collection was a focus group made up of local residents of

Knowsley. This method was chosen for several reasons. As the participants knew each other,

this allowed for  a more natural group dynamic to form, which meant the participants were

more comfortable when answering questions (Stewart et al 2007). As well as this, the group

could build upon each other’s responses and delve into areas which may not have been

identified in the research plan, providing rich and valid data (Stewart et al  2007). This was

useful for this project as the aim was to understand the experience of residents, so having a

relaxed, less structured approach enabled participants to elaborate on topics they con -

sidered important.

Another method used during data collection was semi-structured interviews. Firstly, these

took place with Citizens Advice staff members with the aim to understand their perspective

of what barriers their clients faced. This meant semi-structured interviews were useful as

Bryman (2012) notes the interviewee can guide where the conversation goes as a result of

open questions. Also, semi-structured interviews are focused specifically on the interviewee

and their world view (Kvale 1983), which was the aim of speaking to staff. Semi-structured

interviews were used again with residents, after analysis of focus groups took place. This was

in order to find out whether the recommendations which had been generated reflected

what they thought needed to change. In effect, this was a purposeful conversation (Ruane

2005) which aimed to make the outcome of this project more sophisticated.

The quotes which are used in this report are representative of the general themes and ideas

that came from participants. After the data collection took place, the transcripts were coded

into themes (see Bryman 2012). Through rigorous exploration of the data, recurrent ideas

were found, and these formed the basis for what is explored here. These themes were then
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linked to literature around digital divides and were connected to what had been found in

other studies in order to analyse and understand the issues (Bryman 2012).

Findings
From conducting the focus group and interviews, four themes came out of the data which

appeared to be the most recurring digital barriers which residents faced when trying to ac -

cess benefits online. These were: Access, Skills, Generation and Health, Illness and Disability.

Whilst these barriers often overlapped and were interconnected, for the purpose of this re -

port they have been split into sections. Each section will first discuss broader literature on

the topic before examining the data gathered throughout this particular study.

Access
The first digital barrier affecting the residents of Knowsley which will be discussed here con -

cerns the matter of access. This was mentioned a number of times in a number of different

ways by both residents and Citizens Advice Bureau staff, and manifests in several ways. The

issue of access is not unique when considering technology. For example, Powell et al (2010)

found that as more Government services have moved online, the majority of those who use

such services suffer as they are the least likely to be able to afford a computer. Their study
8



“Ian: One is the financial cost for somebody on benefits. The minimum is £17.80 a 
month for line rental. And then if you’re lucky you can get broadband for £10 a month. 

So let’s say £30, out of…
Susan: £73.40 a week, you can’t do that.

Ian: So that much a month and you take your council tax, your bedroom tax, food and 
all the rest of it, it doesn’t become financially viable to have the internet.”

“Samuel: People want to have access to the internet and they’re approached by 
someone on the street and they’ll end up in a debt because it turns out they couldn’t 
actually afford it… then yeah if somebody does get a deal it’s decreasing what they’ve 

got on a day to day basis. If you’re looking at somebody on £73.10 a week they haven’t 
got tonnes to throw around there.”

found that people were acutely aware of their need for internet access, and saw being on -

line as crucial in order to access government services as well as look for job opportunities.

They found this contradicted many other UK and US studies which suggested, as did the stat-

istics referred to earlier, that people felt they did not need the internet. As well as this, Pow -

ell et al (2010) explained the importance of public access as a way to bridge the gap

between the high demand and low availability of internet access. This is reiterated by the

fact that the digital divide has been found to disadvantage the poorest segment of society;

further increasing their marginality (Castells 2001 cited in Warren 2007). This is an issue

which Kerslake and Kinnel (1997) argue that libraries can resolve through both increasing so -

cial cohesion and local prosperity as well as provide IT services to local communities (cited in

Aabo 2000). Others have found that people cite everyday places such as libraries and com -

munity centres as where they preferred to access the internet; with an even stronger prefer -

ence for accessing importance government services in a place they felt most comfortable

(Powell et al 2010), something which was also found in this study. This literature provides an

interesting insight into the issue of access more generally, and the following relates to Know -

sley specifically, giving an insight into the particular issues in this area.

From this research, access appeared to be of importance in two ways, firstly through the is -

sue of expense of the internet:

A second issue which arose concerning access was the availability of free internet access in

the local area. These centres appeared to be highly important, and even a life line to many
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“Susan: This is in walking distance for most of the estate ‘cause people haven’t got the 
£4.20 per day a bus ticket to go to Huyton Village ‘cause that’s the nearest place. 

They’ve shut the libraries down on Stockbridge Lane so there’s none there. There’s one 
in our village so to do job search in our library… sorry but the next one is £4.20 a day. 
So how do you do that if you’ve got to do a job search every day? Or walk but that’s a 

couple of miles…”

“Samuel: And then it’s that other level of having to spend your time getting out of the 
house, paying for travel and stuff to get to somewhere like a library or whatever where 
internet access is free, then waiting for a computer to become available and then that’s 

assuming you’re confident enough to do this. It’s that whole other level of 
inconvenience added to things because yeah you have got internet access you can do 

that kind of thing, but how realistic is that for everyone?”

“Ian: Linda and Roger come in here, it’s the only place they can [access the internet], 
so if it breaks down… which has happened…

Simon: Last year
Ian: the whole estate!

Simon: A BT engineer decided to cut through the phone wires…
Ian: Totally went wrong. That was just a guy going through a cable. The centre was 
stuffed. Everybody in the village who was trying to do a job search thanks to a guy 

with a jackhammer gets sanctioned. If 500 people walk into the Job Centre and told 
them with proof well…

Susan: Sanctioned! Not our fault! Sanctioned.”

“Susan: They need to keep these centres open and they need to keep access for people 
who have or haven’t got a computer. We need to do our job search.”

of the participants. Not only this, but because the centres were relied upon so heavily, if any

were closed or if the internet suffered, this had severe consequences:

These quotes from both staff and residents demonstrate the vitality of local centres and the

need for internet access in their day to day lives. These findings outline how access to com -

puters and the internet in Knowsley represents a barrier to not only applying for benefits

such as Universal Credit but actually receiving the benefits they are entitled to, as without
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this access job searches are not completed and so sanctions are enforced. However, what

was also interesting was that the staff members knew of more centres than the residents,

and so there could be a communication issue here also. It can be seen how the findings here

link in with wider research which suggests that local resources which provide internet are

crucial for those in marginal positions.

Whilst this is of the upmost importance, Dutch and Muddiman (2001) suggest that simply

providing IT services in libraries is not enough, and in order to have a real social impact, lib -

raries need to be labour intensive, and actively include the excluded in their programmes.

They argue this will have more of an impact on the digital divide, and this study links us on

to the next area of concern found in this study: skills.

Skills
The issue of skill was something which arose with both residents and staff members who

participated in this study. Whilst having a computer was clearly crucial to access the inter -

net, having the knowledge in order to use one was a different matter. Skill set is another

area which is widely explored in literature. MacCallum et al  (2014) found that those with

high levels of computer anxiety were more likely to have lower literacy skills, and that such

anxiety decreases when users are able to become more familiar and confident with techno -

logy. Min (2010) refers to a lack of skills as a second level digital divide, as this presents a sig -

nificant barrier to those who want to access the internet (cited in Courtois and Verdegem

2014). This work also refers to the use of ‘warm experts’ when trying to develop technolo -

gical skills. Warm experts are those who have some form of relationship with novice users,

and so they are able to link using technology to the user’s everyday needs (Bakarfjieva 2005

cited). This is supported further by Powell et al  (2010) who found that librarians cited the

importance of a low pressure environment for people who are developing their internet

skills, as well as noting that the continuous development and changes made to online gov -

ernment services confuses and intimidates less skilled users.
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“Samuel: People who’ve started the Universal Credit claim process and been told ‘no’ 
and that’s it. Then they go back to the Job Centre and say ‘I need to claim JSA’ and 
they’ve been told ‘No you need to do Universal Credit’. And it’s because there’s a 

question being phrased with no one there on hand to actually explain it and they come 
up against, you know, against a stumbling block and it’s at that point you’ve got no one 

else to help you.”

“Terry: If you’re not used to using computers and you just get plonked in front of one 
you don’t suddenly become an expert, even getting the forms up can be quite difficult. 
You can go through Google obviously but if you’ve not done it very much it can take a 

long time and, erm, people get worried they’re going to make mistakes.”

“Samuel: People who are just not going to be able to do the thing [Universal Credit 
Form] because they’ve either got zero IT skills or they’re just not able to understand 

what they need to do and stuff those people need helping and that should be 
something that should be funded.”

In this study, skill set as a barrier manifested in different ways, ranging from general literacy

skills, to more prominently, computer literacy and having the appropriate support to learn

and develop such skills. Samuel and Terry, both Citizens Advice staff members, highlight that

having internet and being able to use it to do what you need are two different things, and

this lack of skills can present a barrier to many people who need to use services.

As well as this, it became apparent that it was important for those working in local centres 

to recognise that not everyone has computer skills, and that if this was assumed it could 

present a major barrier:
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“Ian: These tutors that put you on a computer and expect you to be able to make it do 
something… Right first of all the mouse. I know it sounds daft but if you don’t learn how 

to control the mouse and mouse skills, left and right click and how to move it around 
the screen, well then you can’t use a computer.”

“Ian: You walk into this place with a big window and shades on it and its quite dark 
and you walk in there with people there and I say people ‘cause you don’t know them 

and you say ‘I want to use a computer’ and they say ‘there’ and point.
Susan: That’s it
Debra: It’s true

Roger: They do do that!
Ian: And at that point you’re thinking ‘Oh my God I need help’ and haven’t got the 

confidence and communication skills to be able to say ‘Hi, can you help me?’ because 
of ‘Uh, there’
Roger: Yeah!”

“Terry: Having personnel on hand at centres where people are expected to go, to help 
them with their form filling because there’s no other solution… time and support is 

definitely needed.”

These quotes demonstrate the feeling amongst the participants that what was needed was

more than just a computer, but residents required help to understand what they needed to

do on a computer. As well as this, the participants shared vignettes of how having such sup -

port, or ‘warm experts’, helped their development:
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“Linda: We looked at it and I thought ‘oh no how do we use that?’ Completely brought 
my confidence up I met Ian at the time

Roger: He put us through the confidence
Linda: He showed me what’s what. Started off with a mouse showed me on the screen 

how to open it how to close it how to do documents, work on it…
Roger: Really helped us build the confidence… just come straight in and straight on it 

now… now we help others.”

These findings begin to highlight how digital barriers are more complex than it may be as -

sumed, as the issues go beyond simply lacking access, but move towards needing the sup -

port to gain the knowledge to utilise technology. This stemmed from issues around literacy

and computer experience, for example the forms online were difficult to access and were

also challenging in a literary way. As well as this, the need for staff in community centres to

be non-judgemental and helpful resonated throughout. Although this sample may not be

representative of Knowsley’s population, the previous statistics suggested that education

levels are low throughout the area, so this could be an issue affecting many. Another area

where Knowsley has a disproportionate amount of people is the older generation. This too

was cited as a barrier for residents, and is the area which will be discussed next. 

Generation
When it comes to age, there are many Government statistics which have already been men -

tioned which show that older people are less likely to use the internet. There is a wealth of

literature surrounding the ‘grey digital divide’ which could be considered here. For example,

Chourdrie et al (2010) found that despite Government attempts at getting more people on -

line, older people are still using online services at a lesser rate. They note that although it

appears to be logical to simply provide more computers to fix this, they quote Warschauer

(2003) who notes the importance of literacy, education and institutional support. Again, a
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“Susan: I’ve tried, I just can’t. I just can’t get it. I’m on a course, I just can’t grasp it. I’ve 
still gotta do my job search everyday… It’s the way forward isn’t it? As you say all the 

benefits are gonna be done through the computer if you don’t learn it you can’t get no 
money.

Ian: For someone like yourself Susan you use machinery everyday …
Susan: I can turn my hand to most things but when it comes to a computer…”

“Samuel: Yeah there is a generational thing but one of the areas you find really 
concerned are the likes of people for example who’ve been a painter and decorator all 
his life until he’s got to his fifties or some kind of really straight forward job and never 
had to do anything with computers or anything. And now it’s come to them being out 

of work or whatever and have got to look at claiming something. It’s then pushing them 
in that direction and its people who have never had to anticipate doing that. It’s not by 

choice it’s just not been relevant to them.” 

“Ian: Us older people us older generation you know haven’t got the instant click that the 
new generation have for pushing buttons, you get the ten year old to do it so when 

we’re faced with your generation behind a desk and you say its online and we’re like 
‘woah’.”

“Simon: IT can help and, erm probably get people into work as well. In a few years’ time, 
it takes time but the Government needs to understand it does take time.”

cross over between barriers can be seen here. As well as this, Czaja (1996) found that older

people had more difficulty processing computer literacy, and needed more time and support

to be able to do this independently. However, Olphert et al (2005) note: “chronological age is

clearly not a factor in itself, since many older people do use, and enjoy using computers and

the internet” (cited in Olphert and Demodaran 2013: 565), and so it is important to consider

how other factors shape the social category of age, which is something which appeared in

this study.

This literature links in with the findings from this study. It was found that age manifested in

two main ways, firstly that technology was new and some people needed time to adjust to

using it, especially when their employment has never involved technology:
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“Susan: It’s a lot of change. People, like older ones, myself I’m in my fifties, using 
technology, we weren’t brought up with it. I’ve got a three year old nephew who can 

wipe spots off me when it comes to computers. ‘Look aunty you’re doing it wrong!’ He’s 
three in nursery!”

“Terry: I’d say that probably on balance it’s difficult for the older people they’re not used 
to using a computer, they haven’t done so in work or school. We’re talking here about 

probably people in their late 60s, 70s, and 80s, that’s the group.”

“Samuel: In Knowsley though you will find that there’s a lot of people because it’s a 
pretty deprived area people have a lot more health difficulties and so on, so there are 

people who feel younger at an older age… You’re sometimes quite surprised at the date 
of birth someone gives ya. The fact that throughout people’s lives, if you’ve never had 
loads of money and stuff you won’t have been keeping up with the latest technology 

and stuff so you know social deprivation digs further into a hole.”

When it came to age and the use of technology, participants pointed to the need for an ad -

justment period for people in an older generation. What also appeared however, was that

what was considered as ‘old’ varied according to other social factors, supporting what Ol -

phert (2005) suggested:

These insights into what residents and Citizens Advice staff think of as ‘old’ and what Samuel

highlights; that age is shaped by other factors i.e. Socioeconomic status, begins to demon -

strate how digital barriers are complex and are often interwoven. As well as this, the findings

link back to a need for centres to consider the needs and circumstances of their service

users. The findings, coupled with the literature seems to suggest that whilst older people do

struggle more with adjusting to, and using technology, there are other factors which come

into play and create the digital barriers people are facing. One example of this is illness and

disability; a barrier which shall now be considered.
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“Susan: It’s because I can’t physically turn the pages, and I can’t physically do things like 
you can with a machine. I can’t grasp the pages on the computers and going back, I 

can’t grasp it. I am visually and mentally dyslexic… so I’m finding it very hard to grasp. 
But if I don’t do the job search I don’t get the money so…”

“Linda: I agree with Susan. I’ve been to college, I’ve failed my level one computer 
course… doing an exam ok, it goes on a timer. With a learning difficulty, I’m slow on a 

computer, I’m not that fast with people.”

Health, Illness and Disability
Health, illness and disability appeared as a digital barrier throughout this study in a manner

of complex ways. As statistics show, 48% of lapsed internet users in January to March 2015

were disabled (ONS 2015 B), and a significant amount of people in Knowsley, 12.2%, claim

ESA as a result of either illness or disability (Nomis Web 2015), which highlights an important

link between the two areas. Literature surrounding the topic of digital accessibility for dis -

abled people is more heavily focussed on supporting people with disabilities to access the

internet. For example, Chadwick et al (2013) found that training and support are essential to

people with intellectual disabilities, and argue that people can learn adequate skills given

the right amount of time and support are provided. Similarly, Gregor and Dickinson (2005)

note that whilst access for disabled people is increasing, having access to a computer and

being able to confidently use it are different matters (cited in McKenzie 2007).

This study showed that having a particular disability or illness affected the ability of some of

the residents to be able to use a computer. As Knowsley has a high proportion of residents

who have long term illnesses, this stood out as particularly important:
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“Susan: You’re in fear constantly. I’m actually on jobseekers but on the sick- there’s a 
band. They know you’ve got health problems but they reckon you can do something. 
And I did say when they took me off the sick I will end up having a heart attack from 
stress… And what did I have last year? A heart attack. So now every time I go to sign 
on… Am I gonna do it right? And with me being dyslexic I have a fear I’m gonna get 

something wrong.”

“Susan: The biggest fear that everybody has is getting sanctioned. How do you pay your 
rent? Losing property, got nowhere to live, how you gonna pay your bills? But you’ve 
still gotta look for a job while you’re sanctioned… That’s when people start drinking, 

that’s when people start taking extra medications like ‘if I take a bit more I might start 
to feel better’. Then they become hooked and they’re not taking it how they’re 

supposed to.”

“Samuel: But what that ends up doing is that affects more unequally on people that are 
already less able at doing things, that have more needs. So it just makes it more 

difficult for those people especially if that’s somebody that’s been thrown off disability 
benefits ‘cause they’ve had to do a Universal Credit claim while they’re appealing ESA. 
This is somebody who’s got more needs anyway, doesn’t feel like they should be having 

to do this and are not familiar with it anyway… yeah of course their stress levels are 
gonna go through the roof.”

“Linda: The Government changing to get people off the sick what makes me mad about 
this likes of Susan and myself on the sick and I don’t know about anyone else. If you 

can’t work your permanent on the sick the Government wants to change that… and as I 
said the Government should leave the people who have got a disability, she shouldn’t 

be going job centre. If she’s sick she’s sick that’s what makes me really mad.”

“Ian: Need staff who are approachable, friendly, trained in the basics… friendly and 
trained in mental health because the people that are unemployed seeking jobs are going 

through quite a traumatic period in their lives aren’t they?”

These quotes from residents demonstrate how their own personal difficulties affects their

ability to use a computer. However, certain changes to the welfare system and having negat -

i

v

e

experiences with staff members in community centres did appear to exacerbate the effect of

these illnesses, as participants relayed how people can become stressed and then be come

more anxious about using computers:
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These stories reflected the feelings of most of the participants, and there appeared to be a

general concern for people in the local area. As noted, the literature around this topic fo -

cuses on how to help people with illnesses to improve their technological skills, which is of

crucial importance. In terms of welfare reform exacerbating the difficulties faced however,

this comes back to the aim of this report. The experiences and knowledge the participants

have shared have illuminated the need to recognise the digital barriers residents of Knows -

ley face when accessing benefits, and highlight how this may increase once Universal Credit

is fully rolled out. With this in mind, the following section of this report will summarise what

has been learned and make recommendations of how to try and remedy these issues.

Conclusions
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Two aims of this study were to i) find out the experience residents of Knowsley had when us-

ing technology, and ii) to find out what barriers they were facing to accessing benefits which

are, or are going to be online. Throughout this report it has been demonstrated that no two

people face the same issues, and each of these participants, as well as the staff who relayed

other resident’s experiences, have had different encounters and challenges with these is -

sues.

Something which has been become clear as the research has gone on however, is that digital

barriers are complex and often interweave with each other. For example, whilst being able

to access technology in the first place is a real issue for many of the participants, simply

providing someone with a computer does not remove the issue of digital barrier, as for many

having the added support of a friendly, understanding person, or ‘warm expert’ (Bakarfjieva

2005 cited Courtois and Verdegem 2014) to help them navigate is crucial. However, it has

been shown that this is not necessarily the experience many residents have had.  This,

coupled with issues such as feeling uncomfortable due to their age and anxious to ask ques -

tions or admit their lack of knowledge or a disability, creates a multifaceted issue which

manifests differently for each individual. 

The final aim of this study was to move on from simply highlighting the key issues which are

being faced everyday by residents, but to go on to suggest ways in which Citizens Advice

Knowsley and potentially other local organisations could help to break down these barriers.

Throughout the research project, the quotes from residents have illuminated key areas

where they felt needed most improvement, and the following section has grouped these

into four key recommendations. As previously noted, these recommendations were estab -

lished with residents themselves to ensure they reflected their wants and needs from their

local community.

Recommendations
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Communicate with local organisations to publicise where and when access to

the internet, with training, is available:

 It has become clear from this study that residents in Knowsley need to know

when and where they can go to gain internet access. This needs to be advert -

ised in local places where people visit every day, for example in Job Centres,

housing association offices and doctors’ surgeries. However, this advertise -

ment needs to avoid using intimidating language such as ‘online’, ‘internet ac -

cess’ and ‘Wi-Fi’ and promote what people can use for example social media

and news. This will be more likely to draw people to the centres, and the staff

can eventually lead them into more useful parts of the internet such as job

searches and applying for benefits.

Promote training of staff in community centres in communication, mental

health and customer service:

 A key issue which has risen out of this study is that people do not necessarily

have the skills to use a computer, and centres need to have staff who are

trained to enable people to be able to utilise technology. This means that they

need to be friendly and approachable, and be able to adapt to different

people’s needs; becoming warm experts as Bakarfjieva (2005 cited in Courtois

and Verdegem 2014) would put it. Citizens Advice Knowsley should aim to

work with local centres to encourage this amongst staff. Staff should also en -

courage more experienced users to help newer users, as this will grow their

own learning and enable more people to use the internet, as well as give

people a form of work experience, working with IT and with people.

Work with job centres to point residents in the direction of freely available in -

ternet and ensure they understand the needs of their clients:

 As it has been seen in this study, many people have hidden disabilities and ill -

nesses such as dyslexia and anxiety, whilst older people do not necessarily

have knowledge about technology. Citizens Advice Knowsley should use their

platform to encourage local job centres to not assume the computer skills of

residents, and encourage job centres to refer residents to local community
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centres where they can get help and work on their computer skills. This study

recognises that neither job centres nor the Bureau necessarily have the re -

sources to help people improve their skills; but they should work to ensure

people know they have a friendly, non-judgemental place to go to do this.

Research further to find out what changes Universal Credit forms may need:

 This study has developed from the introduction of Universal Credit and al -

though it has been made clear that there are several barriers before residents

get to the stage of applying, this is something which is also an issue. Citizens

Advice Knowsley should again use its platform to work with other organisa -

tions and Bureaus to lobby changes to the online form. Such changes that

need to be made include: addressing the layout so it is more accessible, hav -

ing a link to simplify the language used and ensure that there is feedback to

state the form has been submitted. There should be more exploration into

this, which could be done through the use of Bureau Evidence Forms and ex -

periences of residents.
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Participant Information Sheet

For Service Users 

Digital Barriers Affecting Individuals Accessing Benefits in Knowsley

Version 1; 24/10/2015

You are being invited to participate in this research study. Before agreeing to do so, please 
take the time to read through this information sheet. This is to ensure that you understand 
what this research will be used for and what it will involve. Please also feel free to ask any 
questions regarding any part of this sheet. This may be discussed with anyone of your choos-
ing. It is important to note that you do not have to participate in this study, this is completely 
your choice.

Thank you for reading.

Purpose:

The main aim of this study is to find out what digital and technological barriers people in Knowsley 
face when trying to access their benefits. In other words, we want to discover if using computers and 
technology affects how easily residents can find out about benefits and apply for them online. As well 
as this, the research aims to find out how these barriers can be rectified, what could be done in Know-
sley to help make accessing benefits easier for the people who live there.

Why have I been chosen?

You have been chosen to take part in this study as you are an adult, a member of the computer group
in Stockbridge Village/ have sought advice about technology in the Bureau, and you are a resident in 
Knowsley. Approximately 5-8 other people have also been chosen to take part based on this criteria.

Do I have to take part?

It is entirely your decision whether or not to take part in this study. Please do not feel any pressure in 
making this choice.

What will happen?

During this research study, you will be taking part in a focus group alongside 5-8 other people which 
Ellie Davies will facilitate. Here, topics of discussion will be provided by Ellie for you to discuss with 
the other participants. After this, you may be asked to take part in a one to one interview with Ellie to 
discuss what was brought up in the focus group. Again, if you decide not to take part in the interview 
this is fine. The focus group and subsequent interview will each take about one hour. These will both 
be audio recorded, and the recording will be deleted after being transcribed. In the final report your 
name will be anonymised to protect your identity. No specific details that could identify you as indi-
viduals will be shared.

What are the risks?

There have been no risks identified for anyone who plans to take part in this research study. We do 
not plan on talking about any sensitive issues during the focus groups or interviews and so any emo-
tional harm will be avoided. If any subjects do arise which you are uncomfortable with, please tell the 
researcher and this will be handled. 
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What are the benefits?

This research aims to create a report which highlights the issues which participants face regarding us-
ing technology to access benefits, and to explain recommendations to particular organisations to try to
lessen these. As a result, this study could potentially benefit participants any of these recommenda-
tions are taken on board.

Complaints:

If you are unhappy, or if there is a problem, please feel free to let us know by contacting Dr Paul 
Jones on 0151 794 2975 and we will try to help. If you remain unhappy or have a complaint which you
feel you cannot come to us with then you should contact the Research Governance Officer at ethic-
s@liv.ac.uk. When contacting the Research Governance Officer, please provide details of the name or
description of the study, the researcher involved, and the details of the complaint you wish to make. 

Confidentiality:

During this study, all the information that is recorded during the focus groups and interviews will be 
stored securely on the researcher’s secure University drive. This will not be shared with anyone else 
until it is transformed into the research report. All names and information will be anonymised in order 
to keep the participants information confidential. However, as the focus groups include other parti-
cipants, full anonymity is not available as other participants will have knowledge of what has been 
said. Having said this, in the research, confidentiality of all participants will be upheld. 

Results:

The results of this research study will be used for academic assessment and so will be read by Uni-
versity academics to be graded. It will also be given to Citizens Advice Knowsley and potentially be 
used to inform their policies and generate recommendations. In all these cases, the information of 
each participant will be kept confidential.

Withdrawal:

If you no longer wish to take part in this study, this is your decision and you can leave whilst data col-
lection is taking place. If this is the case, you can also request for any data about you to be destroyed.
However, once the data is anonymised, it will not be possible for data to be destroyed. 

Further Questions:

If you have any further questions please contact Paul Jones on 0151 794 2975
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