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Introduction

Her Majesty’s Courts and Tribunals Service (HMCTS) is undergoing a £1bn 
reform programme and is redesigning the way courts and tribunals services 
are provided. The reform programme aims to ‘bring new technology and 
modern ways of working to the way justice is administered’1. 

A large part of this programme is moving 
services online. However, HMCTS recognises 
that not everyone who needs to use the  
courts and tribunals will want to access  
digital services, and that others may need  
some help and support to do so. To support 
people in this position, HMCTS is improving  
its non-digital channels and piloting a  
Digital Support (DS) service.

The HMCTS DS service is available via telephone 
and face-to-face. The telephone DS service is 
being piloted by HMCTS and is delivered through 
Courts and Tribunals Service Centre (CTSC). 
Good Things Foundation has been commissioned 
to pilot the face-to-face DS service. 

The face-to-face DS pilot has taken a ‘test  
and learn’ approach. HMCTS and Good  
Things Foundation worked collaboratively,  
and iteratively, to design the face-to-face DS 
service, evaluate how well the service is meeting 
user needs, and update the service design to 
provide a better experience for users.

The face-to-face DS service supports  
DS users to:

•  Understand the HMCTS service and what  
it is there for

•  Get ready to fill in the HMCTS online form

•  Understand the content of the HMCTS  
online form

•  Fill in the HMCTS online form (either by 
supporting the DS user to fill it in themselves 
or by typing for the DS user)

This Executive Summary brings together the 
findings from an implementation review of the 
face-to-face DS pilot between September 2017 
- August 2020. The findings are based on the 
data from 782 appointments, 33 interviews with 
centres delivering the face-to-face DS service, 
32 interviews with DS users, a design session at 
Birmingham Courts and Tribunals Service Centre 
and a virtual workshop with centres.

On 23rd March 2020, the government introduced 
social distancing measures in response to the 
Covid-19 pandemic. This Executive Summary 
focuses on the learnings from the face-to-
face support delivered up to this point. The 
impact that Covid-19 had on the design of the 
DS service is discussed in the HMCTS Digital 
Support Service: Implementation Review report.2 

1  For more information on the HMCTS Reform Programme, see the guidance available at:  
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/the-hmcts-reform-programme#our-reform-programme (Accessed 11.09.20)

2  Further information on the impact that Covid-19 had on the design of the DS service can be found in ‘HMCTS Digital Support Service:  
Implementation Review report’

https://www.goodthingsfoundation.org/
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/the-hmcts-reform-programme#our-reform-programme
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Chapter 1 

Overview of the Pilot and Key Findings
The HMCTS services supported through the pilot are: 

To date, the face-to-face DS pilot has been delivered in three phases:

Phase 1: 
Sept 2017  

to  
Sept 2018

In Phase 1 the face-to-face DS service was delivered by 10 centres.  
DS users were identified through referrals from the Courts and Tribunals 
Service Centre (CTSC). The appointments had to be pre-booked and  
Digital Support had to be provided in a separate appointment to other advice. 
Centres were not allowed to type for a DS user.

Phase 2: 
Oct 2018  

to  
June 2019

Updates to service design:
•  Centres allowed to type for DS users 

(assisted typing)

•  Centres allowed to generate their  
own referrals

•  Centres allowed to offer drop-in  
and outreach appointments

Updates to centres delivering pilot:
•  Additional 8 centres recruited based on 

experience and ability to deliver HMCTS 
services, as well as geographic distribution

• 6 centres left the pilot

Phase 3:
July 2019 

to 
Aug 2020

Updates to service design:
•  Centres allowed to deliver advice in the 

same appointment as Digital Support

•  Centres allowed to select the HMCTS 
services they want to support 

•  Centres allowed to provide HMCTS DS 
service remotely over the phone or  
call/video via web-based software  
(in response to Covid-19)

•  Service renamed ‘Digital Support’  
(was previously ‘Assisted Digital’) 

Updates to centres delivering pilot:
•  13 centres recruited from within  

Good Things Foundation’s Network

•  12 centres recruited from legal and 
advice networks

• 11 centres left the pilot

Help with Fees
legacy service  

delivered prior to reform 

Single Justice System
became available 

23.03.18

Civil Money Claims
became available 

26.03.18

Divorce
became available 

30.04.18

Probate
became available  

19.07.18

Personal Independence 
Payment appeal
became available  

15.11.18

Employment Support 
Allowance appeal
became available  

13.12.18

Universal Credit  
appeal 

became available  
30.09.19
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The average length  
of a face-to-face  
DS appointment was  
56 minutes

A total of 782 DS appointments have been attended since the start of the pilot

4 
appointments  

were delivered in  
Phase 1

78 
appointments  

were delivered in  
Phase 2

700 
appointments  

were delivered in  
Phase 3

379 
PIP 

appointments

86 
Universal Credit  
appointments

66 
ESA 

appointments

738  
DS users 

have been supported  
as part of the pilot

Non- HMCTS referrals were the key route 
into the face-to-face DS service

749 
DS appointments  

were the result of a 
non-HMCTS referral

(where DS user is identified  
and engaged directly by a 

centre or through a referral 
from within a centre’s network)

33 
DS appointments  
were the result of 
a HMCTS referral

(via an email referral  
from CTSC or the courts)

695 
online forms

have been submitted in a 
face-to-face DS appointment

On average, users of the  
face-to-face DS service  
rated their experience... 

(feedback scores were collected  
for 724 out of 782 appointments)

3 centres 
have delivered 48%  

of the face-to-face  
DS appointments  
during the pilot

106 
Help With Fees 
appointments

35 
Civil Money 

Claims 
appointments

61 
Divorce 

appointments

9.5
10

of the appointments delivered 
through the DS pilot have  
been Social Security and  
Child Support benefit  
(SSCS) appeals:

of the appointments  
delivered though the DS  
pilot have provided support  
for non-SSCS services:

45
 Single Justice System 

appointments

4 
Probate  

appointments

68% 32%
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The face-to-face DS service is being delivered by community support centres 
within Good Things Foundation’s Network, and centres identified through 
HMCTS’s relationship with the Litigant in Person Engagement Group (LiPEG).  
A total of 43 centres have been involved in the face-to-face DS pilot since 
2017, and 26 centres were delivering the pilot at the end of Phase 3. 

The centres delivering the DS pilot can be 
grouped into three broad categories:

• Centres that offer accredited legal advice

•  Centres that offer specialist welfare and 
benefit advice

• Non-specialist support centres

Given the wide range of centres involved in 
the pilot, it is unsurprising that there is also a 
diversity of delivery models. The face-to-face DS 
service may be part of a package of support the 
centre is providing to a user; the DS appointment 
may be part of an ongoing legal journey that a 
centre is supporting a user through; or a centre 
may provide a face-to-face DS appointment as  
a one-off support transaction. 

Chapter 2 

Organisations delivering the face-to-face DS service

https://www.onlinecentresnetwork.org/
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/hm-courts-and-tribunals-service-engagement-groups
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The face-to-face DS service was initially designed to support:

•  People who do not have the digital skills 
or confidence to complete online forms 
themselves e.g. can’t navigate websites,  
use keyboards or upload documents

•  People who do not have the capability to 
complete online forms themselves e.g. people 
with physical or mental health problems, 
learning difficulties or language barriers 

•  People who do not have access to a suitable 
digital device or internet connection

Research has confirmed that the face-to-face 
DS service is reaching people within these target 
groups. However, the research also highlighted 
that the face-to-face DS service is also 
supporting DS users who fall outside the  
original target groups. 

The reasons that DS users need to use the  
face-to-face DS service fall into five groups. 
These barriers are not mutually exclusive,  
and frequently overlap. However, it may also  
be the case that a DS user has high need in  
one area, but not in another:

1.  Low digital skills, limited internet access or 
 low digital confidence

2.  Low confidence completing, or difficulty 
understanding, HMCTS forms 

3.  English for Speakers of Other  
Languages (ESOL)

4.  Stress caused by a life transition or negative 
experience with government services

5. Multiple and complex support needs

Chapter 3 

Why do DS users require support  
to access HMCTS services online? 

User A lives alone and has three adult children. She has access to the internet but doesn’t  
feel comfortable using digital devices. She spends a lot of time alone in her house because  
she finds it difficult to get around. She also experiences depression. 

User A visited Centre A (a centre that offers specialist welfare and benefit advice) for support 
with her PIP appeal. The experience of being rejected for PIP multiple times had knocked her 
confidence and she felt extremely stressed about her financial situation. She visited Centre A 
because she trusted them to be able to help with her situation. She attended the appointment 
with one of her children to make sure she understood everything that was being discussed.

Given her limited digital skills she was provided with an assisted typing service (where the 
centre typed for her) during the appointment. The adviser talked her through the form, 
explaining what the questions meant and what information was required. The adviser also 
provided emotional support as User A was in considerable distress. Centre A will represent  
User A at a tribunal and the adviser also sign-posted User A onto further services to provide 
support for her physical and mental health.

User A: Profiling a DS user with multiple and complex needs3 

3  Please note this case study is created using composite information from a number of research interviews and does not relate to an individual person.



HMCTS Digital Support Service: Implementation Review Executive Summary  9

DS users find the face-to-face DS service through one of two channels:

HMCTS referrals

An HMCTS referral is where a DS user is referred 
to a centre via an email referral from CTSC, or 
through a referral from the courts. The number 
of HMCTS referrals is low; 33 appointments  
(4%) were the result of an HMCTS referral.  
That said, HMCTS referrals remain a useful 
channel - the face-to-face DS service needs  
to be as accessible as possible for those  
who need it, and some users requiring the  
face-to-face DS service may present through 
CTSC or the courts. Feedback from DS users  
who accessed the face-to-face DS service 
through an HMCTS referral was positive.

Non-HMCTS referrals

749 (96%) appointments were the result of a 
non-HMCTS referral. Non-HMCTS referrals fall 
into two subcategories:

1.  ‘Self-referrals’: where DS users are  
identified and engaged directly by centres. 
This could be where:

 a.  The centre identifies the DS user through 
an existing relationship

 b.  The DS user has been supported by a 
centre in the past 

 c.  The DS user hears about the service 
through word-of-mouth

 d.  The DS user ‘self-refers’ after seeing local 
advertising (only a small number of users 
found the service in this way)

2.  Referrals from another organisation:  
where a DS user is directed to a centre via  
its network. This covers: 

 a.  A formal referral from another organisation: 
where a DS user’s contact details are 
shared between the ‘referral organisation’ 
and a centre

 b.  Sign-posting: where a user is told  
about the face-to-face DS service by 
another organisation

Chapter 4 

How are DS users being identified and engaged? 
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The average face-to-face DS appointment lasts 56 minutes, though there 
is variation across centres. Although each HMCTS DS appointment aims 
to achieve similar outcomes, the format and content of face-to-face DS 
appointments can differ in four main ways:

1.  Structure: centres that offer accredited legal 
advice tend to have a structured process, 
whereas non-specialist support centres are 
more fluid in delivery.

2.  Digital Support: since data has been 
collected, the majority of appointments have 
involved assisted typing.4 The type of Digital 
Support provided is often determined by 
the centre rather than the DS user. The term 
‘Digital Support’ is rarely explicitly referenced 
by centres and few DS users recognised that 
they had received ‘Digital Support’.

3.  Additional support provided: the additional 
support that centres provide is often crucial to 
the success of the appointment, and in some 
instances not having this support would be a 
barrier to accessing HMCTS services online. 
The types of additional support that centres 
provide to DS users include:

 a.  Emotional: providing space, empathy 
and support which is needed to enable 
someone to complete their digital journey.

 b.  Procedural: information around the 
processes and practical support in the 
context of Digital Support. A DS user may 
need procedural or practical help about a 
range of issues; these may impact on how 
they interact but not always directly link to 
the current reason for contact. This could 
be about the court process and the next 
steps or supporting a user practically with 
a reasonable adjustment.

 c.  Legal: In the context of Digital Support, 
this is advice which may be required 
throughout a case and informs a DS 
user with various options, explaining the 
consequences of each so that the DS  
user can make an informed choice.  
A DS user may need legal support on a 
range of issues, not just the reason for 
their current contact.

Chapter 5 

How is face-to-face Digital Support  
being delivered by centres?

4  Data has been collected to identify the number of DS users who need typing assistance to complete a form since Phase 2
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4.  The HMCTS service: Across all of the  
HMCTS services, face-to-face DS 
appointments have many similarities. 
However, there are some important contextual 
factors that need to be considered in relation 
to the different HMCTS services:

 a.  Where the online form fits in the DS 
user journey e.g. for a SSCS appellant, 
a DS appointment comes at the end of 
engagement with DWP — this means  
they may have a greater understanding  
of the wider system but may also be 
dealing with the fallout of a stressful 
interaction with DWP. 

 b.  The length of the user journey (one 
DS user described starting their Civil 
Money Claim journey three years prior  
to their DS appointment).

 c.  Some forms require DS users to articulate 
more information about their personal 
circumstances than others. For example, 
a Help With Fees form is much more 
straightforward than an SSCS form.

 d.  Some of the forms bring financial  
benefits for the DS user, and are perceived 
by DS users to carry less risk (such as 
probate), while others are perceived by 
users to carry a higher level of risk (such  
as SSCS appeals). 

The research suggests that DS users are unlikely 
to be in a frame of mind to improve their digital 
skills during a face-to-face DS appointment. 
However, there is an opportunity to signpost  
to this type of provision where it is provided  
by a centre, or another organisation in the 
local area (this could be through government-
funded digital skills programmes such as Future 
Digital Inclusion5, or through Further Education 
colleges, or through other centres that offer  
this type of support).

5  For more information on the Future Digital Inclusion programme, see  
https://www.goodthingsfoundation.org/projects/future-digital-inclusion, (Accessed 11.09.20)

https://www.goodthingsfoundation.org/projects/future-digital-inclusion
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6.1   Implementing the face-to-face  
DS service

Some centres found it a smooth process to 
integrate the face-to-face DS service into  
their existing delivery model. However, this  
was not the case for all centres. 

Among the centres which had expertise in 
HMCTS services, some explained that taking 
part in the pilot entailed changing their existing 
delivery model. For example, some centres had 
to: update their delivery channels (e.g. from 
telephone to face-to-face); start providing 
support at a different stage in the process  
(e.g. providing support prior to appeal, where  
this was not done previously); or shift to  
digital provision. 

Among the centres which had no experience  
of delivering HMCTS services prior to entering 
the pilot, some explained that delivering the 
face-to-face DS service required a significant 
investment of time upfront in order to upskill 
staff and volunteers. 

6.2   Centre experiences and feedback: 
implementation enablers

The research has highlighted a number of 
organisational and contextual factors that 
facilitate centres to implement the face-to-face 
DS service. These include:

•  Good relationships with relevant local 
organisations (that include organisations  
that come into frequent contact with users 
eligible for the service e.g. welfare and 
benefits advice centres).

•  Effective triaging, where all staff and 
volunteers have the understanding to  
identify people suitable for the service.

•  Existing case management processes to 
enable centres to track DS user progress  
more easily and identify potential DS users.

• Expertise in supporting HMCTS services.

• Experience using digital forms.

•  Staff and volunteers who are willing to use, 
and see the benefits of, digital services, and 
can sell-in the benefit of the service internally.

Chapter 6 

What has been centres’ experience of delivering  
the face-to-face Digital Support service?
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6.3   Centre experiences and feedback:  
implementation barriers

The research has also highlighted a number of 
organisational and contextual barriers that make 
implementing the face-to-face DS service more 
difficult for some centres. 

Barriers common across the community advice 
and support sector:

•  Delivering unfunded support alongside  
DS support — the range of issues faced by  
DS users can make it difficult to offer the  
face-to-face DS service as a distinct 
appointment; centres often need to provide 
support in other areas of DS users’ lives, 
which can mean support needs to be delivered 
over multiple appointments.

•  Small delivery teams, which creates  
problems if a team member leaves or is ill.

•  A limited number of devices through which  
to provide support. 

•  Limited space.

Barriers specifically related to the face-to-face 
DS service: 

•  Difficulty identifying and engaging  
eligible users.

•  Not being recognised as experts in  
HMCTS services (which makes it more  
difficult to generate referrals from other 
organisations in their network).

•  A lack of clarity in the communication  
of service design updates.

•  The administrative process for recording  
users and collecting consent was  
sometimes a duplication of centres’ own 
record keeping processes.

•  The face-to-face DS guidelines sometimes  
did not align with some centres’ delivery 
models, which created inefficiencies if staff 
were using different processes in parallel.

•  Delivering the face-to-face DS as a one-off 
interaction was not always feasible, and  
some centres commented that they felt it  
was their duty of care to offer support for  
the full range of a DS user’s needs, even 
though it is unfunded. 
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On the whole, the key priority for DS users is to receive support for,  
or to resolve, their issue; most are unlikely to have firm expectations  
about how this aim is achieved.

DS users were overwhelmingly positive about 
their experience of using the face-to-face 
DS service, both in terms of the support they 
received and in relation to the member of staff  
or volunteer who had helped them. A number  
of DS users also mentioned that they didn’t  
know what they would have done without the 
face-to-face service, reinforcing the  
importance of this service to DS users.

“ I’d have done the best I could but it may 
never have gone through because I couldn’t 
have done it as good as they did...I’d have 
struggled, and they would have probably 
turned it down anyway this way it has a 
chance of going through. The support from 
start to finish was marvellous, it really was.” 
DS User 7

Chapter 7 

What has been DS users’ experience of receiving support 
through the face-to-face Digital Support service?
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The face-to-face DS service is highly valued by DS users and addresses a  
clear set of barriers, supporting users who lack the skills, access, confidence, 
or ability to complete a form online. 

Many of the barriers that DS users face would 
be present whether they were accessing 
HMCTS service online or via paper, and in many 
instances it is the centre supporting a DS 
user which suggests that they access HMCTS 
services online. However, the face-to-face 
Digital Support service provides value in that it 
provides both an effective and efficient way of 
providing access to justice: effective in that it 
helps address DS users’ needs, and efficient in 
that it does this via digital channels. 

What needs to be in place to meet DS 
users’ Digital Support and wider needs?

On the whole, the key priority for DS users is to 
receive support for, or to resolve, their issue; 
most are unlikely to have firm expectations 
about how this aim is achieved. 

DS users can face multiple barriers to accessing 
HMCTS services online, and this means that they 
are likely to require a wider package of support 
than just Digital Support (including emotional, 
procedural — and sometimes legal — support). 

Although additional support is not within the 
remit of the funded face-to-face DS service, 
where needed, it cannot be separated from 
Digital Support. The additional support provided 
by centres is often crucial to the success of 
a face-to-face DS appointment, and in some 
instances not having this support would be a 
barrier to accessing HMCTS services online. 

Going forward, there needs to be a clear view  
of end-to-end service journey and potential 
Digital Support requirements outside 
the application stage. As HMCTS service 
development has followed an agile approach, 
different elements of the online journey have 
been built in stages. As they mature it will be 
important to understand the end-to-end journey 
and DS users’ Digital Support touchpoints.

Chapter 8 

Conclusions and Next Steps
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What needs to be in place to enable community-based  
and/or support organisations to deliver?

DS users appreciate being able to visit a local 
organisation that they know and trust, and the 
support that centres deliver receives very high 
levels of satisfaction. 

Central provision needs to enable  
community-based/support organisations to  
best serve their users, in their local context.  
The face-to-face DS service design guidelines 
need to be flexible enough to enable a diverse 
range of centres to integrate the face-to-face 
DS service within their existing delivery models 
(in a straightforward way). 

The research has uncovered a number of 
organisational and contextual factors that 
facilitate centres to implement the face-to-face 
DS service. These include:

•  Good relationships with relevant local 
organisations (that include organisations  
that come into frequent contact with users 
eligible for the service e.g. welfare and 
benefits advice centres).

•  Effective triaging, where all staff and 
volunteers have the understanding to identify 
people suitable for the service.

•  Existing case management processes to 
enable centres to track DS user progress  
more easily and identify potential DS users. 

• Expertise in supporting HMCTS services.

• Experience using digital forms.

•  Staff and volunteers who are willing to use, 
able to use, and see the benefits of, digital 
services (and can sell-in the benefit of the 
service internally).

Support from HMCTS is also crucial to training 
staff/volunteers about how to use, and support, 
people to access HMCTS digital services. 
Reflecting the diversity of community-based/
support organisations within the pilot, any 
onboarding training needs to be tailored to the 
expertise of the organisation.

Over the next 12 months Good Things 
Foundation will continue to work with HMCTS to 
explore the implications that the face-to-face 
DS pilot has for national policy, as well as the 
impact that Covid-19 has had on how the Digital 
Support service needs to be delivered.6

6  Further information on the next steps for the pilot can be found in ‘HMCTS Digital Support Service: Implementation Review report’
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