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Introduction
1.

This report provides an integrated commentary on the findings from
the market research study conducted by BMRB International on behalf
of CITU, examining the propensity for take-up of electronic delivery of
government services. The report covers research undertaken between
November 1997 and July 1998.

2.

The following elements of the project are included in this report:
■

qualitative group discussions with general public;

■

omnibus survey of general public;

■

main quantitative survey of general public;

■

follow-up quantitative survey of benefits customers;

■

qualitative depth interviews with small businesses;

■

interviews with large service providers about possible lessons
for government in developing electronic services;

■

telephone survey of small businesses;

■

survey of accountants;

■

follow-up depth interviews with small businesses.

Research coverage
3.

We have concentrated on exploring interfaces where customers or
clients of government would be expected to behave differently from
what is required of them at present, if they were to adopt them.
Services can, of course, deploy technology in other ways that do not
impact on the customer at the point of interface. For the purposes of
this research, therefore, ‘electronic government services’ have been
defined as services using, or potentially using, an electronic interface.
The research was largely based on services provided by central
government although, since similar services are offered by local
government, the results would be of interest to both central and local
government sectors.

Interpreting tables
4.

When referring to tables please note that rounding of individual
percentages may result in total percentages adding up to slightly
more or slightly less than 100 per cent. Where the word ‘average’
is used, this refers to the mean.
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Executive summary
Background
1.

The aim of the programme of research was to explore the extent to
which individuals and those responsible for running small businesses
were likely to adopt electronic means of interaction with government
(or what they perceive to be government).

2.

The report maps out the factors likely to influence take-up, based on
a variety of research inputs, and indicates how different parts of the
population view ‘electronic government’. It also identifies obstacles
likely to undermine the propensity to adopt new methods.

The general public
1.

The picture of the general public that emerges from the research is one
in which individuals demonstrate very different propensities to adopt
new ways of interacting with government.

2.

Individuals can be broadly divided into one of three categories.
■

The first, accounting for about two-fifths of adults, are favourably
inclined to adopt new approaches based to a large extent on their
general use and acceptance of technology in their work, education
or leisure.

■

A further two-fifths could be persuaded, although about half of this
group would require incentives or active support and
encouragement.

■

The final group, making up just under a fifth of the population, have
had little experience of, and tend to avoid being exposed to, new
methods and are antagonistic towards them.

3.

Broadly speaking, propensity increases with social grade and falls with
age. Those on Income Support are over-represented in the lower
propensity groups. Nevertheless, over half are amenable in principle to
the idea of electronic government: lone parents are most and
pensioners least positive within this group. However, electronic
interaction is rarely their preferred approach.

4.

New generations are likely to be increasingly accepting of, or perhaps
even demanding for new technology, but, with a rapidly rising number
of people aged 50 or more in the population, a substantial proportion of
the population are likely to remain suspicious of adopting new methods.

5.

There will always be those who do not adopt new ways and the rate of
adoption is highly dependent on how well user needs are understood
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and internalised within the design, implementation and support for
new methods.
6.

7.

8.

9.
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There are key messages in the research which address these issues.
■

It is essential to offer extra benefit by improving or enhancing
existing services. Users will not accept changes that succeed
only in “moving the queue from the counter to a kiosk”.

■

Change must be based on evaluating the benefits to users and
solutions found which are cost-effective for users as well as for
government.

The main improvements sought are:
■

simplifying procedures and documentation;

■

reducing time taken queuing or waiting;

■

minimising referrals between officials;

■

eliminating interactions which fail to yield outcomes;

■

extending contact opportunities beyond office hours;

■

improving relationships with the public.

Electronic government services are seen as having a potential role in
improving four key areas:
■

speed of carrying out transactions;

■

convenience/access;

■

flexibility in options and hours of service;

■

empowerment (bring services closer to the public and allowing
them to choose how/when to carry out transactions).

It is essential to allay concerns of potential users about technology and
how it will be used by government by:
■

ensuring ‘confidentiality’ or privacy in interacting with government;

■

providing safeguards against fraud or computer hacking;

■

providing guarantees about government’s use of information;

■

providing assistance and support to users.

10. There is considerable scepticism about government’s ability to deliver
benefits or to provide reliable assurances about electronic government.
11. There is a prevailing belief that fairly simple interactions, such as
paying for a licence or obtaining a passport, should be a priority.
12. There is also a view that, initially, using technology to provide
information would help people become accustomed to the technology
before introducing more complex services.
13. Interactions that are perceived as being genuinely complex (as
opposed to being unnecessarily bureaucratically complex) are not
considered to be a priority.
14. There is no consensus about the best method of interacting
electronically with government. Whilst PC users favour keyboards,
non-users reject them. Touchscreens, touchtone phones and
interactive TV all receive a significant preference vote. However,
nearly a third are either unwilling to state a preference or do not
wish to use any of these.
15. Opinions are polarised over smart cards. There are more people in
favour of using them to confirm identity than to make or receive
payments; but there is a significant hardcore unwilling to use them at all.
Small businesses
16. A major difference between the general public and those running
small businesses is that the latter cannot envisage interacting with
government from a public place.
17. This ties in propensity to adopt new methods with use of technology
within the workplace, and particularly the use of computers and email.
18. Those not using these methods show much lower interest in electronic
government. They are not prepared to acquire technology in order to
deal with government and half of them consider electronic government
to be irrelevant. Most of these are very small businesses and subcontract their accounting to an accountant (see below for the views
of accountants).
19. At present, 43 per cent of small businesses claim to use computers
and 15 per cent use email. Email users exhibit the most potential to
adopt electronic interaction. Just under two-thirds of those operating
computers but not using email are interested.

9

20. Many small businesses say the amount of interaction they have with
government does not justify them making changes.
21. When it comes to implementation, there are concerns about:
■

security and confidentiality;

■

costs of adopting;

■

a lack of personal contact;

■

firms not having appropriate skills;

■

dealing with situations requiring a signature;

■

a mistrust and scepticism about government’s ability to deliver.

Accountancy practices
22. The views of independent accountants, who are involved in running
the accounts of many small businesses as well as some of the bigger
ones, were sought in the programme of research.
23. They tend to be computer orientated and more likely to use email.
Overall, three-quarters are interested in electronic government and
over 60 per cent are interested in interacting with government
using email.
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1

General public
1.1 Will people accept the electronic government
concept?
1.

This first section looks at the public’s propensity to use technology and
electronic government services in principle.

2.

It covers current and likely future use of technology, (in the broadest
sense of the term) as well as attitudes towards technology, and general
interest in electronic government services. The report then covers
more practical issues around service implementation and delivery.

1.1.1 Use/experience of existing technology
3.

The main survey covered use of, and willingness to use, different
‘technologies’. This provides the essential context within which
people’s stated propensity to use electronic services can
be interpreted.

Current use
4.

While there is widespread use of some ‘technologies’, such as cash
dispensing machines, Teletext/Ceefax and programming a video, use
of most technologies, and particularly those which are PC-based
(Internet, email) is slanted towards men, younger age groups (under
45) and social grades ABC1 (rather than C2DE).

5.

PC ownership is low among people aged 55 and over and among
people in social grades D and E. Over half of people aged 65 and over
cannot type at all.

6.

Desk research indicates that PC ownership, which rose in the 1980s
and early 1990s, has levelled off in recent years although the ability to
use PCs will become virtually universal amongst younger people given
their use in education. Nevertheless, an increasing proportion of the
population will be over retirement age during the next few decades.

7.

However, use of PCs may not be such a key factor in determining
either IT capability or access to the Internet, given the imminent
introduction of interactive TV and the likelihood that there will be easier
means of navigation than the standard keyboard.

8.

In the qualitative research, participants differentiated between what
they perceived to be ‘easy’ and ‘difficult’ technology (touchtone
phones were mentioned as an example of relatively ‘easy’ technology,
whereas the Internet was more likely to be perceived as ‘difficult’).
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Anything requiring prior knowledge, explanation or experience tended
to be placed in the ‘difficult’ category.
1.1.2 Willingness to try new technology
9.

The tendency to associate difficulty with unfamiliarity led many people
to say that they are unwilling to try unfamiliar equipment or services.
This particularly applies to electronic organisers, telephone banking,
email, Internet access and automatic ticket machines: in each of these
cases, over half of the population do not use them and also say that
they are not willing to do so. Overall, a quarter of people say they
would be unwilling to use any of the ‘technologies’ they are not
currently using. Older people and members of D and E social grades
are more resistant to trying things that are unfamiliar.

10. This reluctance needs to be considered when introducing new services
to the public. Services using unfamiliar technologies, even if,
objectively, they are not complex to use, may encounter strong
resistance (this issue is discussed further in the next section).
11. However, as indicated below, there is not a one-to-one relationship
between unfamiliarity and unwillingness to try: many people say that
they would try new things provided that there is a benefit for them in
doing so. The purposes to which ‘technology’ is deployed and the
user benefits it offers are likely to influence public take-up.
1.1.3 Attitudes towards technology
12. In the main survey, many people say they are willing to try new
technology provided that there is a benefit to them, and, provided also
in many cases, that help or assistance is available should they need it.
However, many people have reservations about their ability to use
technology and many think that it often goes wrong. Predictably,
perhaps, given other results, younger people and those in ABC1 social
grades are more positive about trying technology and more confident
about its reliability (or perhaps more conditioned to expect and
manage its unreliability).
13. Further statistical analysis was carried out to identify groupings of the
population in terms of their attitudes to technology. The demographic
features identified indicate how the profile of the group differs
significantly from the profile of the survey population as a whole.

12

Table 1a: Attitudes to technology by group
Group
1 Technophiles

% of
total
20

Attitudes
Regular users of technology,
positive towards its benefits
and enthusiastic about
technological innovation

Demographic
features
Younger,
ABC1,
full-time
workers

2 Acceptors

19

Trust technology and willing
to try new technologies,
but with lower exposure
than ‘Technophiles’

Younger,
full-time
workers

3 Uncommitted

21

Aspirational but not
committed, tend to agree
with most statements,
particularly in importance
of technology, but are not
fully convinced

Slightly
younger but
otherwise
average
profile

4 Sceptics

17

Low exposure and tend to
mistrust technology, but
would be willing to try if
benefits are available

Older than
average,
C2DE

5 Rejectors

17

Mistrust technology, and
are unwilling to try it,
whatever the benefits

Older DEs

Strongly anti-technology,
find it difficult and don’t like
using it, not prepared to try

Older DEs

6 Technophobes

7

14. These results suggest that nearly two-fifths of the adult population are
open to using new technology, a quarter are moderately to severely
resistant, and the remaining two-fifths are unconvinced but more or
less open to persuasion.
15. The wariness about technology exhibited by some people suggests that
it is imperative to avoid negative experiences at the early stages of
introducing new services, particularly as the Desk Research indicates
that one bad experience of a service may override several more positive
ones. The importance of reliability increases, the more the service is
geared towards older people and those in D and E social grades.
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1.1.4 Use of relevant delivery media
16. The main survey focused on four possible public interfaces: touchscreen,
interactive TV, PC with keyboard and touchtone phone. Of these, the
touchtone phone has the highest current penetration, and its use is
fairly evenly spread across the population. Younger people and ABC1s
are more likely than others to use the screen-based interfaces.
17. Likely use of, and preferences for using, these interfaces are
covered later.
1.1.5 Attitudes to the principle of electronic
government services
18. Attitudes to specific possibilities for new services, and perceptions of
benefits and barriers, are covered in section 2. At this stage, however,
it is worth assessing overall reactions to using electronic government
services.
19. Having had the opportunity to see and discuss various options and to
consider relevant issues, respondents were asked how likely they
would be to use any of the methods presented to them.
Table 1b: Likelihood of using new methods
Base: All respondents (911)
Very likely

%
29

Quite likely

44

Not very/at all likely

26

20. A broad interpretation of these results is as follows:
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■

Those who say they are ‘very likely’ represent the group who will
be most inclined to adopt new services; they either see a potential
benefit to them, or are sufficiently experienced or confident in
technology, such that they will be comfortable adopting any new
methods of delivery. This group is slanted towards younger people
and regular users of technology; however it also includes people
who are frequent users of government services.

■

Those saying ‘fairly likely’ are not opposed to the idea, but need
further convincing about the benefits. This group is also more
likely to be influenced by implementation or delivery issues (eg
if services are easy to use or are accessible).

■

Those saying they are ‘not very or at all likely’ need considerable
persuasion as to the benefits of new services, and support in using
them. In some cases, these people may still be resistant to
electronic delivery of services whatever is offered to benefit or
assist them. This group is heavily slanted towards older people
(over 55).

21. When asked, in general, whether they would prefer the new
methods shown to them or existing methods, 48 per cent opt for
the new methods, 31 per cent for existing methods, and 21 per cent
are unsure.
1.2 Implementation and delivery
22. Having assessed attitudes in principle, we now turn to issues of
implementation and delivery. These are issues which are likely
to determine the actual level of take-up of electronic
government services.
23. Different elements of the research indicate that widespread public
confidence in new services will only be achieved by:
■

improving existing services or offering benefits to users that
they do not get at present. Both the qualitative research and
interviews with large businesses point out that there is little point
in merely replacing existing services/transactions with a new
electronic version, described by one qualitative respondent as
potentially “moving the queue from the counter to a kiosk”;

■

allaying concerns about technology and how it will be used
by government.

24. On the first of these issues, it is important to consider attitudes to
current government services/transactions, in order to identify areas
for improvement.
1.2.1 Attitudes to services and potential
improvements
25. The main survey indicates broad levels of satisfaction with many
individual government services and transactions, and this is confirmed
by the evidence gathered in the desk research.
26. In the main survey, 84 per cent of respondents say that they were
satisfied with their last contact with government.
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Table 1c: Satisfaction with last government
contact
Base: All respondents (992)
Very satisfied

%
47

Quite satisfied

37

Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied

8

Quite dissatisfied

4

Very dissatisfied

3

Don’t know

1

27. Because of the wide-ranging nature of the survey, this inevitably
covers a wide diversity of different services and of contacts. Analysis
by type of transaction shows that attitudes are most positive towards
interaction over licence and registration issues, and least positive
towards contacts about discretionary benefits. There are differences
here in the clientele involved and the nature of the interactions.
28. Looking at transaction stages, dissatisfaction is greater than average
when it involves obtaining general information, establishing eligibility
or notifying changes in circumstances. Qualitative research indicates
there is often frustration when making enquiries – either general or
specific to people’s individual circumstances. These are perceived by
the public to be straightforward, but are often time-consuming, and
can be complicated by not knowing whom to contact or what
information they need to provide. Desk research indicates that many
people do not feel very well informed about government, and other
public services.
29. The qualitative research identified a number of improvements desired
in regard to existing services:
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■

the simplification of procedures and documentation (eg forms),
where this is possible;

■

reducing the time taken queuing or waiting and the amount of
referral between different officials or offices and trying to eliminate
interactions which do not lead to an outcome;

■

greater flexibility of means of making contact and greater
opportunities for contacting government outside of ‘normal’
office hours;

■

improving relationships with the public; in particular there is a
feeling that services are currently set up to suit the government’s
needs, rather than the public’s, and this can lead to a sense of
powerlessness. The Desk Research confirms that this is a
widespread perception of many public services.

30. In the main survey, the majority of people say that the person they
dealt with was helpful; however where problems are mentioned with a
transaction, they are often interpreted as being staff-related, such as
staff lacking knowledge, being unhelpful, or slow in dealing with a
transaction. A key aspect of introducing electronic services will be the
extent to which these address staff-related issues, ie what do people
want from staff in different transactions which cannot be replicated
electronically; where can technology improve the level of service which
staff are able to provide; and where technology is introduced, what
new roles for staff (eg for assistance, maintenance) will be required?
The section below, examining the role of staff, covers this issue further.
1.2.2 Electronic government: perceived benefits
31. When presented with possibilities for electronic delivery of services,
respondents raise a number of possible advantages.
32. Most frequently mentioned in the main survey are the potential for
speeding up transactions or saving time, and making access to
services easier or more convenient.
33. These findings are confirmed by the qualitative research, in which
technology was seen as potentially simplifying procedures (eg making
forms easier to complete) as well as speeding them up. Respondents
could also imagine the possibility of a terminal/kiosk performing
various functions and bringing together information/transactions
across different departments.
34. This indicates that the public do perceive a role for electronic
government services, since this could potentially improve four key
areas which are seen as needing improvement:
■

the speed of carrying out transactions;

■

convenience/access;
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■

flexibility in options and hours of service;

■

empowerment (bringing services closer to the public and allowing
them to choose how/when to carry out transactions).

35. However, it is clear that these improvements do need to be realised
in order to encourage people to use new services. At the same time
many people are dubious about the government’s ability to deliver
these improvements.
36. In addition, the other key factor in the public’s perceptions of a number
of transactions is the role played by government staff in providing help
and support in interacting with government. The role of technology in
relation to this issue is more complex.
1.2.3 Electronic government: concerns
37. The most frequent concerns expressed in the main survey are related
to confidentiality, the impersonal nature of the services or lack of
personal assistance, and fear that services may suffer interruption or
may break down.
38. The qualitative research identified three separate aspects of
‘confidentiality’ – the privacy of the facility or medium (eg the need
to have an enclosed/private kiosk), fraud or computer hacking by
other members of the public, and mistrust of government’s use
of information.
39. Respondents in the qualitative research also expressed concerns that
the technology may be too difficult for them to operate, and that
location was an important issue: if the services were not convenient
for use, this may discourage people from using them.
40. The feeling expressed by respondents in the qualitative research was
that the benefits and concerns noted above could not be traded off
against each other, but rather that unless all of the concerns are
addressed, people are less likely to be attracted by possible benefits.
41. Having said this, one of the respondents in the sample of large
businesses pointed out that demonstrating a clear service
improvement can be extremely effective in removing barriers. The
example was given of an identity card system abroad where people
queuing in government offices could see other customers coming
in and using their card at a kiosk, and completing a transaction very
quickly. This clear benefit outweighed concerns over security and
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confidentiality, and take-up of the card system (a voluntary scheme)
was extremely high.
1.2.4 Focusing on appropriate transactions
42. In introducing new services to the public, it will be important to focus
on appropriate transactions, in terms of the service/department
providing the service and the stage of the transaction.
43. In order to prioritise transactions, it is important to define the
objectives of offering a transaction electronically, and then assessing
the possible benefits and problems associated with different examples.
44. For example, if an objective is to introduce the concept of electronic
government to a broad cross-section of the public, this could be
focused on licences or registration, and/or cover general information,
in order to include a large proportion of the population.
45. At this stage, the research can provide information on which
transactions are more appropriate for different purposes. In general
terms, the view from respondents, confirmed by interviews with large
businesses, is that people will adjust to new services more easily if
they are introduced to them gradually, understanding how to use new
technology along the way: a series of small steps rather than one large,
possibly daunting step. A comparison was made with ATM machines,
which were initially introduced for issuing cash, but have subsequently
incorporated other transactions (ordering cheque books, providing
statements) once people had become accustomed to using them.
Stages of transactions
46. In both the main survey and qualitative research, people see the
provision of general information as the most appropriate stage for
electronic delivery. This is on the basis that:
■

this would provide a method of obtaining information which
becomes widely known (ie people know they can use kiosk in
library, interactive TV etc to obtain government information); at
present, people are often unsure where to go to get information;

■

simple information could be obtained quickly and easily, whereas
at present some people say they spend time queuing or waiting
on the phone for answers;

■

the information is specific and useful to them, eg which services
are available, where they are available, opening hours of offices,
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what you will need to do to make an appointment at an office, etc.
Such a method will only save time if people are able to identify and
find the information a) at all, and b) quickly, by not having to trawl
through other information.
47. People also see a role for electronic services in establishing
eligibility or providing information which is specific to the individual
(eg seeing whether you may be eligible for a benefit, checking when
you need to renew a licence/passport). As with general information,
it is felt that technology could sometimes provide this information
more quickly and easily than at present.
48. For both of these functions, technology can be seen as providing an
improvement to existing services. As noted above, these stages attract
a relatively high level of dissatisfaction, mainly because of the time
taken up by them. However, since people are not lodging or
providing information, there will not be concerns over security and
confidentiality. In addition, they can potentially be relevant to a large
proportion of the population.
49. When respondents in the main survey were shown video examples,
there was also interest in using technology to provide information to
government, including filling in forms. However, in this case, any new
method would need to overcome concerns over confidentiality and
security, and the issue of trust (in both technology and in government)
becomes significant. With information, the technology is more
‘transparent’ to the public – people can look for information, and they
either can or cannot obtain it. In providing information, people are
unsure of whether the technology has correctly recorded and sent the
information, ‘where it is going’, and who is using the information.
50. In addition, it may be more difficult to present a clear benefit to the
public for this type of transaction. At present, people often have
difficulty filling in forms, or feel there is duplication between forms, and
with the information they need to provide. Clearly, technology will only
improve this if the amount of information required is reduced and the
format is easier for people to use.
51. The survey also covered payments, and here people express a
preference for using technology for making, rather than receiving,
payments. This is partly wariness of using a new system to receive
important payments. Here again, however, issues of trust and security
will need to be addressed.
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Table 1d: Most appropriate types of transaction
(before videos shown)
Base: All respondents (911)
Getting general information

%
60

Getting information relevant to your own personal situation

53

Making payments for taxes or licences

48

Making applications for benefits, grants or licences

43

Receiving payments for benefits, taxes etc

35

Giving information to government departments

27

None/don’t know

19

52. For each of the above transactions, there is an issue as to how far
technology can replace staff, and what the mechanism might be to
enable people to refer to staff if they cannot obtain what they want
through the electronic interface.
53. Respondents feel there are certain types of transaction which are not
appropriate for technology; these are generally ones which involve
‘complex’ procedures.
54. The definition of ‘complex’ needs some clarification. There are some
transactions which are perceived as inherently difficult, either because
there are a number of stages or elements involved or because
discretion is required. Here, personal contact is often seen as
necessary, either to use the required discretion or to guide people
through the process.
55. In other cases, transactions are perceived as unnecessarily
complicated because of the way they are delivered. For example,
obtaining information can often be perceived as complicated because
people have to wait a long time or they are referred to different
members of staff, even though the transaction itself is not complex.
56. In assessing these two levels of complexity, a key process for
introducing new services will be to identify where transactions can
be made less complex by technology, and to seek to do so; and
where transactions cannot be simplified, how public expectations
can be managed.
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57. As we are dealing with perceptions of complexity and of the required
role of staff, these will vary between different groups of the public.
This suggests that technology may be helpful for reducing the burden
on staff for certain groups of the population, but cannot replace the
role of staff.
58. The role of staff also extends to the understanding, explanation and
maintenance of technology, and this is discussed further below.
Types of transaction
59. In the main survey, respondents were asked which types of
government services they would be interested in using electronic
methods for. They are most likely to mention licences (80 per cent),
followed by benefits (61 per cent), taxes (57 per cent), and registration
(50 per cent). Responses to this question are affected by the services
people use (ie benefits users are more likely to mention benefits).
60. This is supported by the qualitative research. As with preferred stages
of transaction, people felt that more ‘basic’ transactions should be
prioritised; with licences for example, there is a pre-defined and
standard procedure, which can be applied, but this is not felt to be the
case with tax and benefits. In the qualitative research, people also said
that more ‘sensitive’ transactions (eg registering a death, certain types
of benefit) were not appropriate for electronic interfaces, but would
need to be administered personally.
61. Combining the above findings for stages and types of transaction
indicates a preference among the public for focusing on more simple
or basic transactions, at least to start with. This could include licence
registration, as well as obtaining information and establishing
eligibility/providing specific information. As well as being the stated
preferences, these transactions are also appropriate because:
■

they would involve a large proportion of the public;

■

in the case of general information/establishing eligibility, there
is room for improvement in current service delivery;

■

they do not always require personal contact with staff.

62. Respondents in the sample of large businesses also recommend
targeting more straightforward transactions at the early stages.
Some respondents felt that more complex services should be left
alone completely.
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1.2.5 Interface options
63. As noted above, the survey has focused on technology in terms of
electronic interfaces to be used by the public. The research has looked
at the preferences for different interfaces.
General points
64. The respondents in the qualitative research felt that new interfaces
should be optional, and additional to existing methods, so as not to
marginalise any groups of the public. Large businesses also make this
point, stressing that it is important to offer choice. Large businesses
also point out that it may be extremely risky to concentrate on a limited
number of interface options.
Public preferences
65. Section 1 covered the current use of several possible interfaces;
respondents in the main survey were also asked which one they would
prefer to use for obtaining information, and then which for government
transactions specifically.
Table 1e: Preferences for different interfaces
Base: All respondents (911)
Have used
for information

Prefer
(general)

Prefer for
government

%

%

%

Touchtone phone

67

26

18

Touchscreen

40

15

12

Interactive TV

13

19

15

PC

41

30

24

None of these

23

10

31

Touchtone phones
66. The touchtone phone has the highest current use for obtaining
information, and this is important in itself, given the stated reluctance
to use unfamiliar technology among many of the public. This method
also has the lowest figure for those ‘unwilling to use’; willingness to
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use this method has a more even age and class spread than others,
often the only option that older people and social grades C2DE will
consider. This suggests that this needs to be considered as an option,
especially at the early stages of introducing new technology.
67. However, this method loses popularity when questions focus
specifically on government, indicating that people do not immediately
perceive it as appropriate for government transactions. Where people
have used a touchtone phone, some report difficulties in terms of the
time taken, the limited options available and the lack of personal
contact. As a result the design and implementation are likely to be
crucial in achieving take-up.
PC with keyboard
68. Views are polarised about PCs or keyboard-based applications.
Current keyboard users generally prefer this method but non-users are
opposed to it and are unlikely to adopt such an interface. Therefore,
the profile of those preferring a PC is similar to that of PC users, being
heavily slanted towards younger people and ABC1s. Given that PC
use/ownership is fairly high, and users see it as the most appropriate
interface for government transactions, it emerges from the research as
the most popular option. It is, therefore, likely to be an essential option
to offer but only in combination with other interfaces.
Interactive TV
69. Some respondents in the main survey are attracted to this option,
although it is still unfamiliar to most of the public. In the qualitative
research, respondents tended to have difficulty focusing on the
concept without bringing in related details, such as television services.
Because use and familiarity is relatively low, it is difficult for many
people to compare it with other interfaces.
Touchscreen
70. This was not a preferred option in the main survey, possibly as it was not
seen as offering the advantages of other options: the touchtone phone,
offering familiarity and ease of use and the PC, which is familiar to
regular users and can accommodate more lengthy and complex input.
71. However, respondents in the qualitative research were enthusiastic
towards touchscreens, on account of their being user-friendly. As with all
options, the choice of interface depends very much on the transaction.
The touchscreen, for example, may be appropriate for straightforward
procedures among groups who are not computer literate.
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Smart cards
72. The main survey also examined attitudes to smart cards, both for
registering identity and for making/receiving payments.
73. This produced a range of attitudes, with some attracted to the idea,
some strongly opposed, and some unsure. There is greater interest in
using them for registering identity, rather than for making payments.
Table 1f: Willingness to use a smart card
Base: All respondents
To register
identity

To make/receive
payments

%

%

Definitely

41

29

Probably

34

29

No

18

24

Don’t know/it depends

7

18

74. Interest in smart cards is much greater amongst people who use or are
interested in technology generally, ie younger people and ABC1s.
Time and convenience are seen as the main potential benefits, while
the possibility of loss, fraud, fears about confidentiality, mistakes being
made and the system breaking down are perceived as being barriers.
Those who are most strongly opposed tend to see it as the equivalent
of a national ID card.
75. In the qualitative research, respondents also identified time-saving as a
possible benefit, and felt a smart card could be used to hold core data
(and so avoid duplication and again save time); the possibility of using
the card 24 hours a day was also an attraction. The same concerns
were expressed as in the main survey, and as a result respondents felt
that if they were introduced for government payments, smart cards
would need to be offered on a voluntary basis without penalising those
who did not want one.
1.2.6 Access/location
76. In examining issues of access and location, two general points are
relevant. Firstly, the research has indicated that people would look for
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improvements as a result of new services or approaches, and therefore
they would expect greater access, efficiency and convenience in
dealing with government.
77. Secondly, one of the current perceptions of government services is
that they are often set up from a producer’s rather than a user’s
perspective, and that electronic government can have a role in bringing
services closer to the public. In this respect, the use of a convenient
location, and in particular the option of accessing services in the
home, will represent a benefit to users. In the main survey, two-thirds
of respondents agree that new technology will make it easier to deal
with government, so there will be a degree of expectation associated
with the introduction of technology, and access to that technology,
that will need to be addressed.
78. The possibility of using services from home will clearly be a key issue –
one in six respondents in the main survey see home use as being
essential. The development of interactive TV will be vital in providing
wide-ranging access, but as indicated above, developments are
currently not well enough understood to indicate how people will react
to these services.
79. When given a range of locations outside the home, respondents in the
main survey say they would prefer facilities to be in a post office,
library or bank. In the qualitative research, respondents explained that
these locations offered the possibility of privacy, were conveniently
located and were seen as ‘neutral’ locations.
80. Proximity is important to people, since half of respondents in the main
survey say they would travel no more than a mile for this type of
service. The possibility of out-of-office-hours service is important to
many respondents, and 23 per cent consider it essential.
1.2.7 Design issues
81. The research included issues of design for screen-based interfaces.
In general terms, people stated a desire for a clear, simple format.
Just as people think that more straightforward transactions should be
prioritised, they also feel that the content and design of any screenbased facilities should be as straightforward and simple as possible,
at least at the outset. Once people have become more familiar with
the technology, additional functions or more detailed transactions
could be introduced.
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82. Some of the large businesses also warn of the danger of putting
people off by introducing high-tech or complex technology.
83. One of the large businesses recommended using a common
government ‘branding’, which could be transferable across different
formats/interfaces. This would indicate a co-ordinated approach to
users, and reduce the impression of departmental bureaucracy.
84. As part of the interviews with large businesses, the following
suggestions were made for the design of screen-based services:
■

the need for ‘flat navigation’ – ie not too many levels/too many
clicks between the entry screen and what the viewer is seeking;

■

the need to familiarise potential users with whatever formats are
offered – supporting the argument for a common ‘look’ across
multiple platforms if these are to be used;

■

if there are too many words on screens, people will prefer to print
out and take information away. This implies a) not using too many
words per screen, where it can be avoided, and b) providing a
printer option for when it cannot or when the type of information
is likely to necessitate a printout.

1.2.8 General implementation issues
Service quality/getting it right
85. The above findings indicate that many people are willing to use
electronic services in principle, but that in many cases barriers must
first be overcome. Respondents in the qualitative research confirmed
that they would try something out or ‘give it a go’, but that they would
quickly be discouraged by negative experiences.
86. A number of the respondents in the large business interviews had
practical advice as to how to avoid early problems:
■

More than one respondent stressed the need to rationalise services
as far as possible before the implementation of technology; on
one level this could involve examining the content or layout of a
government form before setting it up for electronic completion.
However, this may represent no easy task: an Inland Revenue
report in 1997 commented that “part of the difficulty with forms,
etc is undoubtedly caused by the complexity of the British Tax
system, and the relatively inflexible computer systems we use to
administer it”.
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■

Delivery mechanisms would need to be in place. If a public kiosk
is introduced which generates enquiries to government offices,
those offices need to be in a position to respond to those
enquiries. This was seen as a crucial point in ensuring that the
public view the services positively, particularly as the introduction
of technology can raise expectations – ie if people see a new stateof-the-art facility, they will expect the level of service to match
the technology. As a respondent in the qualitative research
pointed out:
“You can introduce as much technology as you like, but at the
end of the day someone has got to process it.”
Male, 25–39 BC1

87. A comparison was made with the retail sector, where direct shopping
(either by telephone or particularly email) often raises expectations
among customers: if they are able to instantly register their request,
they sometimes expect delivery to be equally efficient. This raises a
related point, which is that it is vital to manage public expectations for
new services (eg by communicating realistic delivery times), and then
meet those expectations.
88. Respondents in the survey of large businesses pointed out that the
above issues can represent the biggest challenges in introducing new
technology, and often far outweigh issues of software/hardware design
and delivery.
89. Extensive piloting of new services/facilities was seen as vital. This
includes piloting of the technology’s reliability, and ensuring pre-defined
alternatives or contingencies as a back-up.
Reliability
90. Following on from the final point above, respondents in the large
business interviews advised that considerable resources were required
for upgrading, updating and monitoring technology, because this is
vital for sustaining public confidence. It is worth repeating the earlier
finding that the majority of the public agree that ‘things often go
wrong with new technology’.
The role of staff in delivering new services
91. We have already looked at the requirements for staff to maintain
contact with the public and deliver services (eg to answer queries or
help in explaining eligibility for benefits).
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92. The involvement of staff is also critical in delivering technology to the
public, in several ways:
■

technical support, to maintain, upgrade and update technology
(covered earlier);

■

respondents in the large business interviews stressed the
importance of training staff in the use and understanding of new
technology. In addition, successful implementation depends on
the commitment of staff; it is not enough simply for staff to be
informed about new developments; they must positively
communicate this to the public;

■

people in the qualitative research felt that many members of the
public required training and support in using new technology.
This is confirmed in the main survey, in which a quarter of people
say that personal assistance in using new services in essential.

Financial incentives
93. The research covered the possibility of offering financial incentives
for using new services, and this received a mixed reaction. In the
main survey, this held some appeal for respondents, but there were
concerns, expressed in the qualitative research, that this type of
incentive could be unfair, discriminating against those who are less
receptive to technology, including older people and those with
lower incomes.
94. The Desk Research indicates that there is a widespread belief that
equality should be observed in delivering public services, in all areas.
Role of the private sector
95. In the interviews with large businesses, respondents advised that
the government should not aim to set precedents in technological
advances, but should instead wait for the private sector to introduce
new initiatives. This would save time and money on development, and
would also ensure that new services are not completely new and
unfamiliar to the public (an issue covered earlier). In fact, the research
suggests that the government should wait not only for new technology
to be developed but also tried and tested in the public domain. This is
particularly relevant to interactive TV; even when the technology has
been tested out, this medium will still be unfamiliar to most of the
general public.
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96. Respondents in the large business interviews also advised that the
government should not become too dependent on individual private
sector organisations in developing and introducing new technology;
examples from abroad were cited where governments had been
restricted by their contractual dependence on individual companies.
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2

Small businesses
1.

This section on small businesses draws on three main phases
of research:
■

an exploratory phase, in which twelve depth interviews were
conducted with small businesses to determine the key issues
which were subsequently to be covered in the main survey;

■

a quantitative telephone survey of 992 small businesses and
211 accounting firms to determine the level of interest in the
concept of using technology to deal with government;

■

80 qualitative follow-up interviews with a cross-section of
respondents from the main survey, to explore outstanding issues
and to verify the propensity indicated by the main survey.

2.

Small businesses were defined as those with fewer than 250
employees for the purpose of the research (see Technical Appendix
for sampling details and research methods).

3.

The propensity of small businesses to adopt technology in their
dealings with government is examined first. The following section
then examines the more practical issues of application,
implementation and delivery.

2.1 Acceptance of the electronic government
concept
2.1.1 Use of technology by small businesses
4.

Whilst the research into the general public considered the use of
technology both within and outside the home, the initial research with
businesses suggested that most businesses could only envisage
interacting from their offices: using public access points for interaction
is not a readily acceptable proposition for businesses. As a result,
current use of computers and email tends to be of critical importance
in shaping their views. Businesses not deploying, or planning to
deploy, relevant technology in the workplace are unlikely to indicate a
propensity to interact with government using technology unless they
think they are likely to acquire such technology in their workplace in
the near future.

5.

It should be noted, however, that respondents’ stated intention to
introduce technology cannot always be taken literally. Many small
businesses indicated in the main survey that they had plans to
introduce email or Internet, but the follow-up interviews revealed that
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this claim often indicated a desire or aspiration rather than a firm plan.
Partly, this may be a question of terminology in that smaller businesses
often use less formal budgeting and planning processes and do not
always differentiate between firm plans and wishes. For this reason,
we are concentrating on businesses’ current use of technology rather
than on more vague plans and intentions.
Table 2a: Current use of communications
technology
Base: All respondents (992)
%
Manual fax

63

Mobile telephone

52

PABX

42

Email

15

Internet/WWW

15

Fax with modem

14

Voicemail

5

Conference calling

4

6.

Very few small businesses use voicemail or conference calling; indeed
37 per cent of small businesses do not currently use a manual fax,
indicating an extremely low level of technology orientation among over
one-third of the target group.

7.

In general, the smaller the small business, the less likely it is to use
items identified above although there are also sector differences which
are discussed later. For instance, under 10 per cent of businesses with
fewer than five employees use email or the Internet, compared with
one-third of those with 11–49 employees.
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8.

The table below shows the usage of computer technology:

Table 2b: Current use of computer technology
Base: All respondents (992)
%
Stand alone PCs

35

Electronic cash registers

21

Networks of PCs

13

CAD systems

9

EDI

6

Mid range computers

5

Bar-coding / scanning

5

Automated production lines

1

Computers of any kind

9.

43

In total, 43 per cent of small businesses use some kind of computer;
28 per cent using computer technology but not email. Overall,
therefore, almost six in ten small businesses do not use a computer,
with over four in ten using none of the listed technologies.

10. The research indicates that interest in interacting electronically with
government is strongly associated with the use of computers and,
specifically, with the use of email.
11. Small businesses that do not currently use computer technology tend
to view the concept of dealing with government via technology as
irrelevant to their businesses. Even among those using computer
technology (particularly those not using email) many used computers
for relatively straightforward functions, such as word processing or
simple accounting. For many such businesses, dealing with
government using technology would appear to require as big a leap
as it would require for non-computer users.
12. The use of technology is also associated with type of business.
Small businesses in the finance and professional services sectors
are particularly likely to use computer technology, but those in retail,
transport and construction were less likely to. Whereas over 60 per cent
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of businesses in the finance sector use a PC, only 20 per cent of small
retailers do so. Indeed in the follow-up interviews, many respondents
did not consider technology in general as being relevant to their type of
business. Many small businesses do not have the volume of tasks
which they think might warrant automation, the need for high quality
written output or the need to perform frequent calculations. These tend
to be the main efficiency reasons for adopting technology. Additionally,
many of the owners or managers of such businesses have not acquired
computer skills which ease and stimulate the introduction of such
technology and which are likely to make the difference in many
situations between adoption and rejection of technology.
13. It is unsurprising, therefore, that accounting firms, which score highly
on the potential efficiency gains from computers, are particularly likely
to use computer technology, with over 80 per cent of respondents in
the survey of accountants using a PC and 40 per cent using email.
2.1.2 Attitudes to technology
14. The factors above informed attitudes to technology where there is a
division to be found between those who perceive technology to be
important to their business and those who do not.
Table 2c: The ‘technology orientated’ factor
Base: All respondents (992)
per cent across

34

Positive

Neither/
unsure

Negative

Using technology has
increased the efficiency
or productivity of my
business

47%

10%

43%

The use of information
technology is a key
success factor for my
business

35%

8%

57%

When recruiting new
staff, we always look
for computer literacy

24%

16%

60%

New technology creates
more work than it saves

37%

14%

49%

15. Although there is a fairly even split between those believing that
technology has increased the efficiency of the business, only just over
one-third indicate that computers play an important role within their
business. There are also many business respondents who are not
convinced that technology has improved business efficiency: rather
more respondents reject the proposition that new technology creates
more work than it saves.
2.1.3 Propensity to adopt electronic government
16. The main quantitative survey of small businesses shows that 58 per
cent of small businesses agreed (either strongly or slightly) with the
statement that “I would be interested in dealing with government using
new technology’. However, there are other responses which suggest
that interest is not quite so strong as it might appear from a superficial
reading of these results. For instance, half of respondents agree that
they ‘prefer existing ways of dealing with government departments to
those based on technology”. Only 31 per cent disagree with that
statement, suggesting that, despite a general support for using
technology to deal with government, only three in ten feel that
technology offers their business a better way of interacting with
government over the methods currently employed.
17. The follow-up interviews confirmed that general approval of the
concept of electronic government as a good idea was not synonymous
with a specific interest in adopting new technology for government
interaction.
18. When examining attitudes to using technology for dealing with
government (see Table 2d), it is noticeable that whilst six in ten
respondents are generally positive about using technology to deal with
government, only five in ten support specific interactions. The positive
response falls to just over three in ten, when more specific reasons for
and means of interaction are considered.
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Table 2d: Attitudes to using technology for
dealing with government
Base: All respondents
per cent across
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Positive

Neither/
unsure

Negative

I would be interested
in dealing with government
using new technology
(agreement)

58%

11%

31%

New technology will
make it easier for me
to deal with government
departments (agreement)

61%

13%

26%

Likelihood of using
technology to receive
information from government

52%

17%

31%

Likelihood of using
technology to request
information from
government

54%

13%

33%

Likelihood of using
technology to submit
forms to government

51%

12%

37%

Likelihood of using
technology to make
payments to government

48%

11%

41%

Likelihood of using
email to deal with
government

35%

11%

54%

Likelihood of using
Internet to deal with
government

33%

12%

55%

Likelihood of using
smart cards to deal
with government

31%

15%

54%

19. In the follow-up interviews this issue was examined further by probing:
■

whether they would actually do what they had said they would do
if the facility were currently available;

■

to what extent they are currently prepared to adopt electronic
government, in terms of technology, skills and other resources.

20. This line of questioning enabled us to distinguish between those
respondents who approved of the concept in principle and those
whose businesses are actually ready and willing to adopt technology
to deal with government. It was found that realistic propensity was
more closely allied to stated willingness to use specific technologies
such as “Likelihood of using email to deal with government” than to the
more general agreement with the statement “I would be interested in
dealing with government using new technology”.
21. The follow-up interviews and retrospective analysis of the main survey
data, as indicated in the previous sections, suggest that there are three
main categories of business, in terms of their use of technology and,
within these categories, large differences in propensity to adopt
electronic government.
Table 2e: Current use of technology and claimed
propensity to use technology to deal with
government
Total
% of total

Interested
% of category

Not interested
% of category

Email users

15

83

17

Computer users
without email

28

64

36

Non-computer users

57

52

48

Category

Email users
22. In the main survey, the email group demonstrated the greatest claimed
propensity to use technology in their dealings with government, with
83 per cent of users expressing interest in doing so.
23. This group is by far the most positive about the concept, and can be
considered prime prospects. However, to strike a note of caution,
almost half of email users in the main survey agreed with the statement
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“Interactions with government don’t happen frequently enough to
justify using technology”. It should not, therefore, be taken for granted
that all email users will use technology to deal with government,
despite their high interest in the concept.
24. The main survey estimated that only 15 per cent of small businesses
have email, and the 83 per cent of email users who are positive about
using technology to deal with government therefore represent about
13 per cent of all small businesses. These are the key prospects for
electronic government.
25. Email users who are uninterested in the concept, although only
representing 2 per cent of all small businesses, can nevertheless be
counted as secondary prospects, if their concerns about government’s
ability to deliver such systems can be addressed.
Other computer users
26. Some 28 per cent of small businesses use a PC or other computer
technology but not email.
27. Of these businesses, 36 per cent do not, and 64 per cent do express
interest in using technology to deal with government. The latter
represent 17 per cent of all businesses.
28. Although small businesses in this category were using computer
technology, we found little evidence of computer sophistication
amongst the majority of those sampled. Computers tended to be used
in a rudimentary, inflexible way, and respondents often demonstrated a
lack of computer literacy. The follow-up interviews confirmed that their
technology is often customised to a specific task, such as stock
control, financial management or CAD, or in some cases used only for
basic functions, such as word processing.
“We do not have the technology. Our computing is set up specifically
for design and artwork.”
“We don’t have the people or skills (to use technology to deal with
government).”
29. It is not clear at this stage what level of computer or technological
skills might be needed by small businesses to support different
elements of government interaction but these findings point to the
benefits in take-up that are likely to flow from simple and easy to use
means of interaction.
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Non-computer users
30. As we have seen, an estimated 57 per cent of all small businesses
do not use computer technology at all.
31. When pressed, the majority of these admit that they are not in a
position to be able to adopt technology, however positive some of
them may feel about the concept.
32. Businesses in this group tend to be at the smaller end of the range,
with 76 per cent employing five people or fewer, and only 7 per cent
employing over 10. In 85 per cent of cases an external accountant
manages their finances, and few admitted to any other major dealings
with government.
33. Thus, despite almost half of businesses in this group expressing
support for the principle of adopting technology to deal with
government, the reality is that only a small proportion appear
likely to do so in the foreseeable future given their current
technological development.
34. Few express any interest in the non-computer based technologies
which might be used for interaction partly through a lack of awareness,
knowledge and experience, and partly because they fail to see any
benefits to their business.
35. It is significant that 74 per cent of businesses in this group agree with
the statement:
“Interactions with government don’t happen frequently enough to
justify using new technology.”
36. It is worth emphasising that most of these small businesses are very
small and, although numerically large, they account for a small
proportion of total employment and, no doubt, a small proportion of
interactions between businesses and government. Many use
professional, independent accountants to handle their accountancy
needs and the views of such accountants are explored overleaf.
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Propensity of accountants to adopt electronic government
37. Independent accountants are generally supportive of the concept of
electronic government. They are likely to be computer orientated, as
we have already seen. Indeed a small number already use email and/or
Internet to deal with government.
38. The following table demonstrates the likelihood of accountants using
various technologies to deal with government:
Table 2f: Claimed propensity among accountants
Percentage agreeing
strongly or slightly
I would be interested in dealing with government
using new technology

76%

Likelihood of using email to deal with government

61%

Likelihood of using Internet to deal with government

41%

Likelihood of using smart cards to deal with
government

21%

39. In contrast to small businesses, the broad interest level demonstrated
by accountants is matched by a high proportion who say they are likely
to use email to deal with government.
40. Their main area of concern is in the area of security, and if accountants
can be reassured on that point, all of the above suggest that a role
might be found for accountants in the implementation and promotion
of electronic government.
2.2 Implementation and delivery
2.2.1 Interaction with government departments
41. In the quantitative survey of small businesses, questioning
concentrated on the government departments that respondents had
most contact with. Those departments were as follows:
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Table 2g: Government departments contacted
most often
Base: All respondents (992)
%
Inland Revenue

32

Local Authority

21

Customs and Excise

18

Contributions Agency

6

TECs, Business Links and other advisory or
support bodies

5

Health and Safety Executive

4

Other/none

14

42. The majority of small businesses tended to find departments easy to
deal with, with answers ranging from 71 per cent who found it easy
to deal with their local authority to 86 per cent for the Contributions
Agency. Nevertheless, there are substantial minorities who said they
did not find it easy.
43. Broadly speaking, in comparison with commercial organisations,
government departments achieve parity of ratings in terms of level of
service: over half of small businesses can find no difference between
government departments and commercial organisations, and the
remainder are fairly evenly split between favourable and unfavourable
comparison.
2.2.2 Attitudes to current government services
and potential for improvement
44. We have seen that propensity to use technology in dealing with
government is influenced by technology orientation, in particular the
use of email and computers. In addition, higher propensity is
associated with :
■

the perception that government service needs to improve;

■

the perception of government’s ability to implement a new way
of interacting.
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45. We have already seen that, in the main survey, there were two key
questions relating to the interaction between small businesses and
government: 68 per cent agree that “interactions with government
don’t happen frequently enough to justify using technology”, and
52 per cent agree that they “prefer existing ways of dealing with
government departments to those based on technology”.
46. These are key questions in that they indicate that many small
businesses do not feel that there is much need for improvement,
whether through technology or otherwise. These data suggest that
as few as two or three out of ten small businesses believe that there
is a need to improve interactions with government.
47. In the follow-up interviews this attitude prevailed, with many
businesses feeling that interaction with government is simply not
onerous enough to justify major operational changes.
48. For many small businesses, submitting tax returns is the major
interaction with government, and this tends to be handled by their
accountant (77 per cent of small businesses use an external
accountant for some or all of their company accounts according to
the main survey).
49. Furthermore, if it were possible to conduct financial interactions using
technology, there was little evidence in either the main survey or the
follow-up interviews that small businesses are willing either to take
accounting in-house or to specify that their external accountants
should adopt technology in their dealings with government.
50. Other interactions with government were not seen to be onerous
or frequent enough to justify introducing technology to manage.
51. The follow-up interviews indicate that some businesses are likely
to be sceptical of government’s ability to introduce such systems:
“They asked me a year ago if I wanted to be part of the Electronic
Ledger System (sic) and said they’d send me the stuff within two
weeks. It’s only just arrived.”
“Last year the government was supposed to be setting up some email
transaction thing to do with self-assessment and didn’t manage to
set it up. We were going to do it and the government just didn’t get
it together.”
52. One of the tasks for government is therefore to convince small
businesses that such scepticism is unfounded.
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53. Several respondents voiced the opinion that government is actually
behind the times:
“Banks have been using technology for years, but the government
is still talking about doing it.”
54. However, there is a perception among many small businesses that the
government represents a relatively untapped source of information and
help, as indicated below:
Table 2h: Attitudes to government information
Base: All respondents (992)
per cent across

Positive

Neither/
unsure

Negative

The government has a lot
of useful information that
would benefit my business

49%

19%

32%

Government should offer
businesses more information
on the Internet

55%

24%

21%

55. In addition, several respondents at the follow-up stage indicated a
need for improved response times for enquiries and a simplification of
forms and procedures. Some small businesses believe that there is
room for improvement in terms of efficiency, and to a great extent this
explains the high level of support for using technology, as this presents
one way to make such improvements.
56. However, government also needs to demonstrate that such a system
can be implemented and run to the benefit of small businesses before
the majority of small businesses will be won over.
2.2.3 Transactions considered most appropriate
for the concept
57. We have already seen that the government department with which
small businesses have most contact is the Inland Revenue, and the
most frequent transaction with government is making payments, as
indicated on the following pages.
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Table 2i: Frequency of dealing with government
departments
Base: All dealing with government (894)
Transaction
Once a
Once a
month
quarter

Less
often

Never

Making payments

52%

29%

16%

3%

Submitting forms
(income tax, VAT
return, licence
applications, etc)

28%

42%

25%

5%

Receiving information
(updates, notifications,
etc)

21%

32%

40%

7%

Requesting
information (changes
in legislation, export
information, etc)

8%

13%

49%

30%

58. Financial transactions are considered both the most appropriate
and the most problematical transactions to be conducted using
technology. Submitting tax and other payments are tasks that
technology can simplify and make more efficient. However there
are a number of concerns expressed by small businesses:
■

Security and confidentiality of information.

■

Acknowledgement of receipt / completion of transaction.

59. The majority of small businesses (77 per cent) employ an external
accountant to deal with the business accounts. Even businesses that
do not employ an external accountant tend to have their own
accountant or book-keeper.
60. Respondents are therefore not inclined to put any pressure on their
accountants to adopt technology to deal with government.
61. Accountants themselves did not feel at all threatened by the concept
of using technology to deal with government.
62. In the survey of accountancy practices, 65 per cent felt that the use
of new technology would improve the efficiency of transactions with
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government. There was also a strong rejection of the idea that
electronic government is a potential threat to the accountant’s role,
with 85 per cent disagreeing with the statement “If the government
were to successfully introduce some of these methods, businesses
wouldn’t need companies like mine as much”.
63. In fact in the follow-up interviews they indicated that their experience
has been the reverse: major initiatives, such as this, lead to more work
rather than less, as they are required to help clients understand and
implement new procedures. (The other side of this sentiment is the
suggestion that small businesses are likely to incur extra costs if they
adopt electronic government.)
64. The follow-up interviews suggested a number of other interactions that
may be appropriate for deploying technology:
Receipt of forms
65. Forms are perceived to change frequently and a number of respondents
expressed concern about making sure they have the most up-to-date
versions. Email and Internet are seen as useful in this area.
Accessing information
66. This is an area of great potential, with technology perceived as a means
to accessing useful information which small businesses often find difficult
to access. Technology is also perceived as a means of obtaining more
relevant information and minimising the amount of unwanted material.
Networking
67. The use of technology offers an opportunity for small businesses
to exchange ideas and experience via email or Internet.
Advisory services
68. Technology is perceived as offering a way to obtain advice and
consultancy, for example on grants available, export opportunities,
and on information availability.
2.2.4 Delivery mechanisms
69. Computer technology, and email in particular, are seen as business
communication technology, whereas technologies such as public
kiosks and smart cards are associated with the general public.
70. There are a variety of reasons for this. First, there appears to be a lack
of awareness or knowledge about some of these technologies in
comparison with rather better known computer technology.
Additionally, the smaller the business, the less likely it is that personnel

45

can spare time away from the office or shop to visit a bank, post office
or other establishment. The supervisor/manager of a small shop, taxi
firm or an office cannot afford to be away from work for any length of
time. Finally, business interaction generally takes place within the
workplace (or between workplaces) rather than in public and so there
is resistance to a perceived loss of privacy.
71. Interactive Voice Recognition was felt to be too impersonal, particularly
given that a major concern among respondents was acknowledgement
that a payment has been made or that an enquiry is being dealt with.
72. As one respondent stated:
“[Email and the Internet] are widely available and already used by many
businesses. They are what the fax was ten years ago.”
73. Prior to our contacting respondents, very few were aware of the
government’s proposed initiative to make it possible to deal with
government using new technology and no respondents at the followup stage were aware of the Direct Access Government Website
(although several expressed interest once asked about it).
74. However there was a broad agreement that the Internet appears to
represent the best way to administer electronic government.
2.2.5 Electronic government: perceived benefits
75. The main perceived benefits of electronic government are the same as
those cited by the general public, namely making transactions more
simple, quick and efficient.
76. A number of concerns were articulated by all types of small business,
including those demonstrating a propensity to use technology to deal
with government. These issues were raised in the quantitative survey
and explored further in the follow-up interviews:
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■

A general satisfaction with the current means of interacting with
government, and a resulting lack of a perceived need to prioritise
improving or changing the current way of dealing with government.

■

A concern about a lack of personal contact and about the issue of
accountability and responsibility by government staff in dealing
with enquiries (“I would only consider a helpline if it’s not cosmetic,
as long as it’s not toothless.” )

■

The cost implications of adopting new procedures, in terms of
equipment, software, training and time. Small businesses need to

be convinced that introducing technology to deal with government
will not incur expense or take up time or resources to implement
or run and, if there is a cost, that medium term payback, in terms
of cost or efficiency, can be demonstrated.
■

A lack of need to adopt technology at all, usually associated with
type of company; many small retailers, traders, hotels, pubs and
restaurants are unable to visualise the benefits of introducing
technology, even if they could afford it.

■

Security considerations, with a perception (mainly among the less
technologically orientated) that businesses will be vulnerable to
viruses and hackers.

■

Dealing with situations where currently a hard copy or signature is
required to make a document legally binding (ie the potential for
duplication of effort to satisfy current requirements).

■

A lack of technology skills or sophistication – even when computers
are used by businesses they are often only deployed for simple tasks.

■

A wish to have as little as possible to do with government, rather
to be left alone (“I am not interested in the government. They only
create work to justify its own existence. They take, take, take and
never give anything back.”)

■

A mistrust and scepticism regarding government’s ability to deliver
effective systems. Even among email users, generally the most
positive group, there is considerable scepticism which needs
to be addressed. As one small financial business respondent in
this group said:
“About a year ago we agreed to start communicating with the
Inland Revenue using email and they said they’d send us a modem
and software shortly. It finally arrived after a year, just three weeks
ago. If one department finds it so difficult to get its act together,
how can all the government departments be expected to do so.”

77. Several respondents took the opportunity to complain about a
perceived neglect of small businesses by government.
“They can’t do enough for big companies, but small businesses
are inadequately supported.”
“Government doesn’t offer small businesses enough help or support.
They should offer financial assistance for small businesses to allow
them to take on personnel, to become employers.”
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2.2.6 Ideas for promoting the use of technology
in dealing with government
78. A number of ideas for promoting the use of technology for dealing with
government were proposed in the depth interviews.
79. It was thought that incentives might be effective, particularly for
payment of taxes, with 5–10 per cent discount suggested for payment
using technology. However, financial incentives are considered unlikely
to be sufficient on their own:
“Even with financial incentives it may all be too complicated to bother.”
“It is more important that the benefits are demonstrated, in terms of
efficiency, time and money saving.”
80. We commented earlier on scepticism among some small businesses
about government being capable of introducing these kinds of system.
The most obvious way to reassure such sceptics appears to be
through pilot schemes that can demonstrate how such systems can
work and bring benefits.
81. A number of respondents indicated that they would need the
reassurance of examples of businesses of their size and type using this
kind of technology before they would consider it, and successful case
studies need to play a part in the promotion of the scheme.
82. Above all, it is necessary that technology is seen to be benefiting small
businesses in their dealings with government, in terms of cost and
efficiency, in order for scepticism to be overcome.
83. The use of examples of best practice had proved to be an effective
motivator in other contexts (the DTI’s Competitiveness Initiative
highlighted their effectiveness among SMEs).
84. There could be an important role to be played by intermediaries or
partners in the implementation and promotion of electronic
government. Examples cited by small businesses are Business Links
or trade associations (to promote best practice) and banks (to provide
consultancy on implementing technology-based systems). Some
respondents go even further than that, and propose a joint venture
between government and banks to exploit the technological
infrastructure that already exists in the banking system.
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Desk research
Nick Moore
Acumen

A1

Introduction
1.

The desk research was carried out to provide a context within which
the results of the surveys could be placed. It focused on people’s
expectations and experiences of public services and on exposure
to and attitudes towards technology.

A.1 Perceptions of public services
2.

The fullest, most recent review of people’s expectations and
experiences of public services is contained in a report of a study that
was carried out in preparation for the government’s forthcoming White
Paper on better government (Moore and others, 1998). This reviewed
over 150 recent surveys of people and their use of public services
and we have drawn heavily on its conclusions.

Current service levels
3. Generally these are perceived as being high. People expect good
quality public services and, by and large, believe that this is what they
get. The vast majority of interactions between government and
individuals are conducted satisfactorily and without any complaint.
The same applies for businesses in their dealings with government.
Areas of satisfaction and dissatisfaction
4. It is possible to identify a number of common themes that characterise
people’s satisfaction and dissatisfaction with public services.
Courtesy and efficiency
5. People expect to be dealt with courteously and efficiently. This places
a heavy responsibility on front-line staff. People recognise the
importance of employing an adequate number of well-trained staff.
They also place a high priority on professionalism. In cases where
contact with the service takes place over a long period, continuity
is important.
6.

People also expect a public service to coordinate its work with that
of others.

Information and communication
7. Effective information provision is central to all dealings between people
and public services. People expect to be kept informed about their
services and they resent the need to have to find out for themselves.
They feel that not enough information is provided and generally seem
to find out about public services in a fairly haphazard way. The lack of
information produces frustration.
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8.

Clarity of information is important, particularly for forms, leaflets and
other mass-produced information and the general standard of
provision is felt to be poor. Individual written communications fare no
better. In part, this might be explained by the complexity of the system.

9.

Oral communications skills are also felt to be important, but
were sometimes found lacking among front-line staff delivering
public services.

10. Information, whether printed or oral, also needs to be available when
and where it is required, for example, a leaflet presented at a time of
need is valued whereas one sent on general circulation will often be
ignored. Information alone is, however, insufficient and people make
use of advice and support services provided both by public services
and by third parties.
11. The confidentiality with which personal information is treated is an
issue for some people.
Controlling the process
12. There is a strong view that individuals should be central to the services
they receive. Services should be designed around their needs rather
than administrative convenience. Allied to this, however, is a
recognition that this is not the way things are. People feel that they
lack sufficient understanding about the whole system or process and
this is compounded by lack of an holistic approach on the part of the
services themselves. These factors contribute to widespread feelings
of powerlessness. Despite this, people feel a shared responsibility for
the processes they embark upon and express a desire to participate
in decision-making.
13. People welcome support and assistance where it is available. The
proactive educational initiatives undertaken by Customs and Excise
and Inland Revenue were welcomed. Where necessary, people and
businesses turn to third parties, such as lawyers, accountants,
chambers of commerce and advice services for assistance.
Reliability
14. People expect high levels of accuracy. They want the information that
they supply to public services to be recorded accurately. And they
want accuracy of calculations. They also want services that are
dependable and which act on promises, delivering what is expected
of them.
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Timeliness
15. People’s perceptions of waiting times depend upon the urgency and
importance to the individual but also on people’s perceptions of the
nature of the system. For example, people seem to expect to have
to wait longer before getting an appointment at a hospital than they
do for an appointment at an office of the Benefits Agency. Then there
is the time spent actually waiting in the office before seeing someone
and, again, expectations seem to vary according to the service rather
than to any absolute scale.
16. People also have strong feelings about transaction times, for example,
the time taken to process a benefit claim, expressing concerns that it
takes too long to get things done.
Method of access
17. The preferred means of contacting public services seems to be
determined by personal choice and the nature of the service. Many
people choose to go in person to the service. Others prefer to use the
telephone as they find it quick and easy and because it forces the
service to react instantly. There are, however, inherent problems with
telephone use: delays in answering; referral and a failure to follow up
calls. People also express dissatisfaction when helpline staff are only
providing information, not taking executive action. People are
impressed when agencies use the telephone to contact individuals.
18. Relatively few people choose to contact public services by letter.
When they receive letters, the tone and style are important.
Location
19. The nature of local offices often sets the tone for a service. The
ambience is important but less so than the effectiveness of the service
provided. There is some criticism of the lack of facilities provided
for children.
Variations
20. The general findings vary according to a number of factors, such as
the type and nature of the interaction; the type of provider; and the
type of people.
21. Services which involve a period of contact between an individual and
an agency call for a high level of continuity. The extent to which the
transaction is contentious is also significant, as is the importance of
the transaction for the individual.
22. Business users have clear expectations that are not greatly different
from those of individuals. Their highest priority is the provision of
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effective information and advice services. There are mixed views on
the value of one-stop shops.
A.2 Exposure to and attitudes towards
technology
Exposure in the home
23. The most authoritative surveys of computer ownership are the General
Household Survey and the Family Expenditure Survey carried out by
the Office for National Statistics. These suggest that a quarter of all
households own a personal computer (Thomas, 1998 and Family
Spending, 1997).
24. The General Household Survey provides information about the growth
in the number of computers in the home, particularly compared with
other, recently-introduced consumer durables.
Table A1 Consumer durables in the home:
percentage of all households
’83

’85

’87

’89

’91

’93

’94

’95

’96

–

13

18

19

21

24

24

25

27

18

31

46

60

68

73

77

79

82

CD player

–

–

–

15

27

39

47

52

58

Microwave
oven

–

–

30

47

55

62

67

70

74

Home
computer
VCR

Source: General Household Survey

25. It is interesting to note that, after growing steadily between 1985 and
1993, the proportion of homes with a personal computer remained
almost constant between 1993 and 1995 and then rose slightly in 1996.
Further, the rate of increase in the penetration of households is slower
for personal computers than it is for other, similar consumer durables.
26. The penetration rate is confirmed by the most recent Family
Expenditure Survey (Family spending, 1997). It would seem that the
proportion of households with a personal computer is stuck at about a
quarter. A similar position seems to have been reached in the USA
where the proportion of households with a personal computer appears
to be stuck at 40 per cent (The future of computing, 1998)
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27. More information about ownership in 1994–95 is provided in Social
Trends 26 (1996):
Table A2 Ownership of consumer durables by
type of household in 1994
One
person
%

Couple Couple
with no
with
children children
%
%

Lone
parent
family
%

Other

All
households

%

%

Home
computer

8

21

48

24

21

24

VCR

48

85

96

85

77

77

CD player

25

49

67

49

45

47

Microwave
oven

47

72

82

66

62

67

Source: Social Trends 26

28. This seems to show that there is an association between children and
the ownership of personal computers – households which contain
children being more likely to have a personal computer.
29. Ownership of consumer durables also varies with economic status.
The General Household Survey shows that the higher the economic
status of the head of the household, the more likely it is that the
household will contain consumer durables. The tendency is more
marked for computers than for other durables.
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Table A3 Ownership by economic status of head
of household 1996
Home
computer
%
64

VCR
%
91

CD
player
%
83

Microwave
oven
%
78

Employers & managers

50

95

83

87

Intermediate non-manual

46

92

79

81

Junior non-manual

28

91

72

80

Skilled manual and
own-account
non-professional

29

94

74

86

Semi-skilled manual &
personal service

19

89

65

77

Unskilled manual

15

86

61

69

Total

37

93

75

83

Economically inactive

11

66

31

61

Professional

Source: General Household Survey

30. Perhaps the most interesting picture develops when we look at
ownership and weekly income. Again from the General Household
Survey:
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Table A4 Ownership of consumer durables
and weekly income 1996
Usual gross weekly
household income (£)

VCR

0.01–50

Home
computer
%
22

%
64

CD
player
%
49

Microwave
oven
%
51

50–100

6

52

28

52

100–150

9

67

32

63

150–200

13

76

41

69

200–250

18

85

49

72

250–300

25

89

59

75

300–350

28

89

66

81

350–400

28

92

69

84

400–450

30

90

73

81

450–500

38

96

78

85

500 or more

50

96

85

87

Total

27

82

58

74

Source: General Household Survey

31. Here there is a clear association between ownership and income with,
once again, the effect being more marked for personal computers than
it is for other consumer durables (the exception is the lowest weekly
income group; this can be explained by the fact that this group of
households contains many self-employed people whose weekly
income is difficult to predict. The figures are, as a consequence,
unreliable).
32. A number of surveys have been carried out for IT companies and for
specific purposes. These tend to show higher proportions of
households with computers. For example, an international survey
carried out for Olivetti found that 33 per cent of British homes had a
personal computer – higher than any other country with the exception
of Belgium (Olivetti, 1997). A MORI survey carried out for Motorola
suggests that the proportion of homes with a personal computer in
1997 was 36 per cent (Motorola, 1998).
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33. A BMRB survey in 1996 for the Department of Trade and Industry’s
IT for All initiative also found a level of computer ownership that was
higher than in official statistics, with 34 per cent of households owning
a PC (Read all about IT, 1996).
34. A possible explanation for this could be in the definitions used in the
different surveys. The Office of National Statistics uses a definition
that clearly excludes machines used for computer games.
Individual ownership
35. A slightly different picture emerges from surveys of individuals as distinct
from households. The most recent of the surveys carried out by MORI on
behalf of Motorola, for example, compares current ownership with people’s
expectations (Motorola, 1998). The results are shown in Table 1e.
Table A5 Ownership of personal computers at home
1996 survey
Ownership Expected
now
in 4 years
%
%

1997 survey
Ownership Expected
now
in 4 years
%
%

All

36

55

37

59

Men

40

62

40

62

Women

32

48

33

55

16–24

50

78

48

83

25–44

44

79

45

80

45–64

32

41

41

50

65 plus

13

12*

6

9

FT work

43

73

45

71

PT work

43

60

46

76

No work

28

38

27

42

AB

51

70

55

67

C1

47

65

42

66

C2

28

50

32

56

DE

21

40

21

47

Source: Motorola, 1998: Percentages of all general public (1997, n = 1,027)
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36. The results of these two surveys seem to indicate that men are more
likely to own a personal computer than women; that young people are
more likely to own computers than older people; that ownership is less
likely among those out of work and that the higher the social class the
greater is the likelihood of ownership. In all but one case, there is an
expectation that ownership will increase in the next four years with an
overall expected growth of about 50 per cent.
37. This high rate of expected future ownership appears to be confirmed
by the Futura.com study which is being carried out by the University of
Leeds in conjunction with Ogilvy and Mather. This claims that 14 per
cent of those without a computer at home are thinking of getting one.
And that 37 per cent of those with a home computer are considering
an upgrade – 22 per cent are thinking of adding a modem.
38. Many of the personal computers in homes are quite basic. About twothirds lack a CD-ROM drive and less than one in ten have a modem or
Internet access. The BMRB IT for All survey (Read all about IT, 1996)
provides information about the ownership of peripherals at home:
■

34 per cent of households own a PC

■

13 per cent of households own a CD-ROM

■

6 per cent of households own a Modem

■

4 per cent of households have access to the Internet.

Use of personal computers
39. Aside from ownership of personal computers, there is the question of
the extent to which they are used and the purposes to which the
computers are put. The MORI survey conducted for Motorola suggests
that computer use is a regular part of life for nearly 40 per cent of the
population. Again the intensity of use seems to be greatest among
men, younger people, those in work and those with higher economic
status. Nearly three-quarters of students are regular users of
computers.
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Table A6 Regular use of personal computers
Regular use of personal computers
1996
1997
%
%
All

37

38

Men

44

44

Women

29

31

16–44

51

50

45 plus

21

23

FT work

53

54

PT work

37

45

No work

15

14

Student

69

73

ABC1

52

54

C2DE

23

21

Source: Motorola, 1998: Percentages of all general public (1997 n = 1,027)

40. Futura.com produces a slightly different picture. They found, from two
waves of research conducted in January 1997, that the overall level of
use was similar to that identified by Motorola with 35 per cent of
respondents claiming to use a computer regularly. The level of use at
work, however, was much lower at 24 per cent.
41. The BMRB survey carried out for the IT for All initiative (Read all about
IT, 1996) compares the use of computers at home with use at work. It
shows that in all but one categories, more people used a computer at
home than did at work.
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Table A7 Use of personal computers at home
and at work
Proportion of people
using computers
At home
At work
%
%
Age

15–24
25–34
35–44
45–54
55–64
65+

54
43
41
31
19
14

34
45
37
23
6
0

Sex

Male
Female

40
28

32
18

Socio-economic status

AB
C1
C2
DE

52
39
28
19

35
36
22
8

Source: Read all about IT, 1996

42. People use their home computers for a wide range of reasons. The
BMRB IT for All survey shows that recreational use is most common
with 70 per cent of home computer users playing computer games and
40 per cent using the computers for their hobbies. Nearly 70 per cent
use the computer for personal household jobs and nearly 60 per cent
use it for educational purposes. Over half the home users use the
computer when they bring work home and a quarter actually work from
home. In 1996, however, only one in ten home users used the
computer’s communication capabilities.
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Table A8 Use of personal computers at home
Reasons for use

Games

Percentage of
home users
%
70

Hobbies

41

Personal household jobs

69

Educational

59

Work brought home

54

Work from home

25

Internet

10

Email

10

Source: Read all about IT, 1996

Use of online and Internet services
43. The extent to which people go online is likely to be an important
determinant of their take-up of electronic government services.
44. While over a third of people make regular use of computers, only about
one in five have used the Internet but the rate of use seems to be
growing. The MORI/Motorola study found that the proportion of people
who had used the Internet grew from 17 per cent in 1996 to 21 per
cent in 1997. The pattern of use seems to correspond with the pattern
of ownership and use of personal computers, with students making the
most intensive use. The full picture is shown in Table A9.
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Table A9 Use of the Internet
Have used Internet in:
1996
1997
%
%
All

17

21

Sex

Men
Women

23
12

28
15

Age

16–44
45 plus

25
8

31
10

Employment

FT work
PT work
No work
Student

26
15
5
44

31
19
7
60

Socio-economic status

ABC1
C2DE

26
9

30
13

Source: Motorola, 1998

45. This general picture is confirmed by the Futura.com study (Futura.com,
1998)
46. The MORI/Motorola study also explored the reasons why people had
not used the Internet. Lack of access to equipment was cited as one of
the main reasons but there was a notable lack of interest – nearly one
in three people who had heard of the Internet but had not used it cited
lack of interest as the reason why they had not used the Internet.
Table A10 Reasons for not using the Internet
1996
%
42

1997
%
42

Not interested

25

29

No modem/phone line link

12

14

Don’t know how to

16

11

No access to a computer

Source: Motorola, 1998
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47. A study by Durlacher for British Telecom (Financial Times, 30 July
1997, p9) claims that price, access speed and delivery mechanisms
are main deterrents to Internet use. Based on a survey of 2000
households, they found:
■

only 17 per cent of households had ever used the Internet;

■

91 per cent are aware of the Internet with highest levels of
awareness among high income groups;

■

knowledge is highest in London and South East;

■

35 per cent of households with computers capable of accessing
the Internet are not doing so.

48. Use of the Internet, however, is not the only form of online activity. A
telephone survey carried out in 1997 by NOP for IBM found that, while
only 18 per cent of respondents had used the Internet, other forms of
online service had been used much more intensively. Perhaps
significantly, the Internet received the lowest convenience rating.
Table A11 Experience in using online delivery
mechanisms
% using
Self-service kiosks

74

Convenience rating
(2=very convenient)
1.4

Personal computers

48

–

Touchtone phone information

38

0.5

Telephone services

30

0.6

Touchscreen terminals

25

0.4

Electronic mail

23

The Internet

18

No answer

16

0

Source: NOP/IBM

49. The BMRB survey for IT for All also looked at the use of information
technology devices that were in the public domain. They found high
levels of use, coupled with relatively high levels of confidence.
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Table A12 Use of public domain ICT services
Ever used
%
65

Confident using
%
41

Touchtone phone

71

58

Ticket machine

83

71

Teletext

81

78

Cash dispenser

84

82

Touchscreen information

Source: Read all about IT, 1996

50. The question of people’s acceptance and comfort with using online
services for different purposes was explored in the MORI/ Motorola study.
People seemed happy with well-established services like directory enquiries.
There appeared to be more resistance to online shopping and to receiving
medical information electronically – in both these instances more people
felt uncomfortable with the idea of the service than felt comfortable.
Fewer people over the age of 60 were comfortable with the services.
Table A13 Comfort with using online services

Directory enquiries

Comfortable
1996
1997
All 60+
%
%
%
72
NA
72

%
18

%
18

Making travel arrangements

59

35

57

25

31

Voting in local or general
elections

53

NA

56

34

33

Filling in government forms

55

30

54

31

33

Home banking

46

24

46

40

41

–

46

33

33

Accessing interactive training 48
Accessing info on govt
or company services

49

24

45

31

33

Computer-based shopping

37

19

38

46

45

Receiving medical advice

32

20

31

55

53

Source: Motorola, 1998
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Uncomfortable
1996
1997

51. When asked how they would like to receive such services, there was
no overall preference between interactive television, the telephone or a
computer. Computer users, however, expressed a clear preference for
computers.
Table A14 Would like to receive online services
through:
A television
set
%
38

Telephone with
special device fitted
%
37

A computer

People with PC
at home

38

37

58

People with no PC
at home

39

36

23

Regularly use a PC

41

37

66

All

%
36

Source: Motorola, 1998

Attitudes of individuals
52. People’s attitudes to information technology have been considered by
Futura.com. They found that professionals had much more positive
attitudes towards technology than did adults generally:
Table A15 Attitudes towards technology
Professionals
%

All adults
%

80
13
7

50
29
21

25
42
33

42
43
15

‘I have no interest in computers
or new technology’
Disagree
Neither
Agree
‘Using a computer has really
changed my life’
Disagree
Neither
Agree
Source: Futura.com, 1998
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53. The BMRB IT for All survey also explored attitudes to the technology.
This survey found that over half the respondents felt that technological
development had improved the quality of their lives.
Table A16 Attitudes to new technology
‘Computer technology
is useful to me
in my daily life’
%

‘Recent developments in
technology have improved
my quality of life’
%

Total

41

54

Men

51

61

Women

32

48

15–34

60

61

35–54

42

50

55+

19

50

Source: Read all about IT, 1996

54. When these attitudes were explored in more depth the survey found a high
level of awareness but some interesting variations in people’s perceptions
of the usefulness of different types of technology. More than half the
respondents thought that personal computers and mobile telephones
were useful; about one in three thought fax machines and CD-ROMs were
useful but only one in four thought the Internet and modems were useful.
Table A17 Awareness and perceived usefulness
of technologies
Awareness
%

Perceived as useful
%

Personal computer

92

52

Internet

92

25

Modem

61

21

CD-ROM

75

29

Mobile phone

95

55

Fax

97

33

Source: Read all about IT, 1996
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55. The perception of usefulness varies considerably between men and
women with men expressing much more positive views.
Table A18 Perceived usefulness of technologies by sex
Men
%

Women
%

Personal computer

60

44

Internet

33

17

CD-ROM

38

21

Mobile phone

56

54

Source: Read all about IT, 1996

56. Allied to these positive views of technology, there is a corresponding fear of
being left behind by developments in the technology. This fear was felt by
nearly half the respondents and was felt more strongly by those who had less
direct experience of computers and other forms of information technology.
Table A19 Fear of being left behind by technology
Percentage expressing fear of being left behind
1996
1997
%
%
Total

46

45

Men

43

39

Women

48

51

16–44

40

41

45+

51

51

ABC1

42

38

C2DE

49

53

Full-time work

53

54

Part-time work

37

45

Not working

15

14

Student

69

73

Source: Motorola, 1998
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57. The MORI/Motorola survey also explored attitudes towards the use of
smart cards:
■

Seventy-six per cent claimed to know little or nothing about them.

■

Even so, over two-thirds said that they were comfortable with the
idea of using one.

58. Detailed results shown below:
Table A20 Acceptability of smart card applications
Percentage of those
surveyed who find it:

Acceptable
1996
1997

Unacceptable
1996
1997

Driving licence

73

70

19

22

Identity card

70

70

23

23

Commuter card, a
combined travel pass
and cash card

NA

68

NA

23

A combination on a single
multi-purpose card

NA

67

NA

22

Cash

63

67

28

26

Credit cards

67

67

26

25

Passport

64

66

27

26

Debit cards

65

65

26

26

Social Security benefits
card

61

58

27

30

Pharmacists prescriptions

61

57

29

33

Medical records

54

56

37

36

Source: Motorola, 1998

The pressure from children
59. Children clearly exert pressure on their parents to acquire a computer.
This is shown vividly in a qualitative study carried out by the Centre for
Research on Social Policy at Loughborough University (Middleton and
others, 1994). They found that the greatest pressure was put on
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parents by children and teachers of children coming up to GCSE. It
was a particular strain for lone parents.
60. The MORI/Motorola survey found a similar picture:
■

Ninety per cent of parents felt under pressure to buy a computer
for their children.

■

Eighty-two per cent of parents with school-age children expect to
have a home computer by 2001 compared with 58 per cent for the
whole population (Motorola, 1998).

61. They also found that over 60 per cent of respondents felt that
computers were making children lazy, discouraging them from mixing
with others and putting their eyesight at risk.
62. Futura.com found that 51 per cent of those thinking about buying a
home computer were doing so to support their children’s education
(Futura.com, 1998).
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Introduction
1.

In order to learn from the experiences of large business service
providers, many of whom have been involved in developing and
implementing electronic services among the general public, a small
number of interviews were conducted with selected organisations.

2.

We carried out face-to-face, depth interviews with the person/people
who had the best overview of their organisation’s experience and
policies in this area. In total, 12 interviews were conducted in ten
organisations. Interviewing was carried out by our specialist
consultant, Nick Thomas, of Solomon Research.

3.

The ten organisations comprise:

4.

■

two retail organisations

■

one management consultant

■

two banks

■

one building society

■

two broadcasting organisations

■

one communications company

■

one electronic communications company

Fieldwork was carried out between January and March 1998.

B.1 Core system
5.

Before developing the public interfaces for transactions, it was seen as
vital to assess and establish the core systems that would be needed to
support them.

Rationalising existing services
6. The first step would usually be to redefine or at least clarify the way
government departments interact with each other. This point was
made by one respondent:
■
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He would be looking first at how far it’s possible/advisable to
integrate things which are currently handled separately by different
departments or service points. Potentially this could reduce the
number of separate transactions or the number of separate points
of service for the public.

■

Only then would he be looking to apply the most appropriate
technology for each point of service – it would be vital to
rationalise the processes first.

7.

This links to the theory behind ‘one stop shops’ and the possible
introduction of ‘episodes’ as a framework for delivery. There are
examples in other countries where governments have aimed to simplify
the public face of government by providing fewer points of contact.

8.

These comments highlight the importance of analysing the services
which can/might be provided, and then tailoring the technology to
these services. Having said this, one respondent pointed out that the
government should not be constrained in its thinking by trying to
convert current services to an electronic format, but should be looking
at new kinds of service which are only possible thanks to the advent
of IT. He gave the example of a transport information system which
encouraged the use of public transport – this would use an interface
such as that of a car computer or a broadcast/radio-based
announcement along the lines of “If you park your car two streets
down on the left and get the train from the adjacent tube, you can save
£10 and 25 minutes”; this would make use of information from, for
example, tolls, road licensing and transport monitoring systems, public
transport data and the police within a single system.

Establishing internal systems
9. The two retail organisations both stressed the importance of organising
the ‘back office’ operation effectively. Introducing a sophisticated
electronic interface at the front end will only be effective if there is an
adequate delivery mechanism to support it. One respondent said that
they already run multiple interfaces, eg kiosks, scanners, home
shopping by telephone, all using the same core technology: their
database of EPOS-based customer information.
10. Respondents pointed out that the system at the government’s end
actually represents a considerable proportion of the total investment
required – kiosks and smart cards may be higher profile than
databases and mainframes, but getting the core technology right
will enable the government to use more than one technology for
the customer interface, both to experiment/pilot and to give
users a choice.
11. This is particularly important, as it was felt that customers often need
to follow a learning curve with new technology and this has sometimes
meant installing an interim technology to accustom them to new ideas
without ‘losing’ them. It also enables customers to use different
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interfaces for different types of transaction – eg they might prefer to
get information from a kiosk, but to transfer money via a home PC
in privacy.
12. The retail organisations pointed out that new electronic services create
very high expectations among customers – they see it as being almost
like magic, and will find it difficult to understand why delivery is not
also very quick. For government services, the facility to initiate a
transaction electronically will raise expectations for the speed of
completion. A rush of users for new interfaces like kiosks or the
Internet will only create problems if their own system has not been set
up to cope with it.
B.2 Working with the private sector
13. Respondents advised the government to develop its own strategy and
not to lean too heavily on any one private sector organisation,
consortium or even technology. One respondent pointed out that at
least two overseas governments have suffered as a result of excessive
dependency on a single private sector partner.
14. There was strong support for the idea of the government making use
of technology developed by private companies, rather than trying to
reinvent the wheel or push ahead of the private sector and take
‘leading edge’ risks.
15. According to one respondent, the government have ‘got it spot-on’ in
stating that they do not want to set precedents in technology – they
should be using and adopting commercially available systems
developed by the private sector. Examples given included bank
payment systems and software companies standards.
16. The same respondent also felt that the government ran the risk of
‘trying to ride on the wave of electronic commerce...and it’s just not
there yet’. It would be inappropriate and dangerous to seek to make
developments in advance of the private sector.
17. Such comments stemmed almost entirely from financial companies
which have developed sophisticated electronic forms of interaction
and transaction of obvious relevance to government. However,
concerns were expressed by other respondents about the tensions
and possible pitfalls of, for instance, adopting the digital signature card
being developed by several banks at present. This would effectively
give the government a security system underwritten by the banks,
which could provide, it was suggested, the framework for a central
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database of citizens’ IDs. According to some respondents, it might
also give the banks an unprecedented hold over the government and
be greeted with disquiet by the public. Respondents cited several
examples of companies offering the government opportunities to share
technology and make use of systems under development, but these
respondents also warned of the pitfalls in becoming too closely
associated with, or dependent upon, private sector partners.
18. Whatever the government’s approach, consultation with the private
sector is considered critical. This research underlined the wealth of
experience private sector organisations already have in developing and
implementing these new technologies. It was recommended that
government confer widely and at all stages of the process of
developing electronic transactions, not just at the start.
B.3 Interface options
19. Several respondents strongly supported the development of multiple
interfaces running in parallel. They felt that it was likely to be
inappropriate to aim for one such interface with government. Using
two or more interfaces allows for different individual propensities,
different types of transaction, and use in different environments.
20. An example abroad was cited of a government overseas which had
introduced both kiosks and CallCentres. This was decided four years
ago when the Internet was less developed, and recognised/reflected
the fact that most people had access to a telephone, and few were
likely to switch to new interfaces. The government decided to run
various interfaces in parallel, rather than closing down old ones in the
short term.
21. In general terms, all the types of interface discussed – primarily kiosks,
PCs, TVs and CallCentres (including touchtone dialling options) – have
their advocates. Equally, some sectors are acting cautiously – some
financial companies over kiosks, for example – others are pushing
ahead speedily (eg BT). Although there are many examples of
movement to electronic interactions, there are also examples of
organisations which are developing slowly.
22. However, whatever is introduced, the advice, in one respondent’s
words, is to “pilot and pilot and pilot .... the things that have worked
are the ones that have been thoroughly piloted”. It should be added
that such pilots have led to revisions and refinements and, no doubt, to
decisions not to proceed. As pertinently, the success of developments
has been dependent not merely on the prior propensity of the target
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audiences to use new technology, but equally on the ability of the
instigator to prepare the ground, test the technology, support it fully
and to provide alternatives for those not wishing to adopt new means
of interaction.
CallCentres
23. CallCentres and screen-based technologies are generally dealt with by
different people within these major organisations, and our interviews
tended to address the former only tangentially.
24. Most respondents, however, felt that CallCentres are a useful and, for
the moment, important interface with their customers. Some consider
that for many functions they only add an extra layer – the operator
listens to what you say and keys it into a computer, then reads from
the screen, so why not cut out the operator and save time? However,
this was a minority emphasis, and the general feeling expressed was
that many people will continue to be happier with the telephone as a
means of interaction, and it should therefore be considered as an
option to offer along with screen-based technologies. It was pointed
out that some people will worry unless they can talk to someone who
can confirm that their information has been logged or their enquiry or
money registered. Although such fears may be allayed electronically,
there may also be deeper fears about impersonal communication
particularly in regard to government.
25. Some private sector initiatives involving CallCentres are aiming to
establish a widely recognised single number for calling large
organisations with any query. This will be interesting to watch from the
government’s point of view.
Screen options
Format and presentation
26. It was suggested that if the government can establish a core
technical/software infrastructure, and present it in a branded and
consistent format to the public, it need not be tied to one piece of
public-facing technology. There is no reason why a government ‘page’,
form or menu should not be recognised equally on a TV, PC or kiosk.
27. This could enable government to operate across interaction modes
using, for example, TouchPoint kiosks, BIB and a PC/cashpoint
banking interface based on a smart card. The Internet’s role in
standardisation was considered beneficial by several respondents.
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28. Having decided which information to present/collect and which
systems to store it in, it should be possible to devise a way of
presenting it which could be common to several different platforms.
29. HTML and Java were cited as obvious ways to approach this:
hypertext links as used on the WorldWideWeb are a logical and
increasingly recognised way of linking documents and making
information accessible, whilst more than one respondent talked about
using Java to ensure new applications were platform independent. On
the other hand, it was also stressed that the government may have
different priorities compared with commercial organisations. It may
need to place a higher emphasis on making systems robust and
reliable working with tried and tested methods rather than being at the
leading edge. It was pointed out, for instance, that if people are unable
to obtain social security payments for a week, then government will
have more than just a PR problem.
30. In the opinion of respondents HTML probably offers reliability and
robustness and BT have used it [or a version of it] for TouchPoint. Java
is also considered to be robust but is thought more complicated and
untested on the large scale that would be required.
31. Information presented on a TV could also be provided in HTML
format, via Web TV, albeit at lower levels of access than BIB at the
current time.
Design issues
32. Specific suggestions about the design of screen-based services were
as follows:
■

the need for ‘flat navigation’ – ie not too many levels/too many
clicks between the entry screen and what the viewer is seeking;

■

the need to familiarise potential users with whatever formats are
offered – supporting the argument for a common ‘look’ across
multiple platforms if these are to be used;

■

if there are too many words on screens, people will prefer to print
out and take information away. This implies a) not using too many
words per screen, where it can be avoided, and b) providing a
printer option for when it cannot or when the type of information is
likely to necessitate a printout.
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B.4 Hardware issues
33. There is no consensus about the future development or dominance of
hardware interfaces or about the likely role and delivery of television
services. Despite the growth in home PC ownership, many
respondents still believe that PCs will predominate in the office and
TVs will predominate in the home. Some respondents think the
government’s strategy needs to reflect this.
34. Most respondents believe that the Internet is likely to play a significant
role as a medium for communication although it may be accessed in a
variety of ways using a variety of methods. However, there is a view
that government could only succeed in persuading large numbers of
the public to interact using the Internet if it were to offer incentives to
them to do so. Some think that the “Net is growing so fast that it is
obviously the way to go, even for a 2002 target”. Others think it is
growing rapidly, but that the stated 25 per cent (assumed to mean
percentage of interactions) could only be attained in four years by
looking at alternative and more mass market means.
35. A major obstacle to the growth of home Internet use is the
complexity of getting on-line, rather than just the cost, according
to two respondents.
36. The uncertainty over the future of television services provoked plenty
of views but little agreement over the likely outcomes or implications
for government. However, there was considerable agreement that
kiosks in public places are likely to have a role in that they offer the
opportunity for simple easy-to-use interaction with the public and
especially with more disenfranchised members of society.
B.5 Data input
37. It is thought unlikely that the government will deploy just one of the
several options for data input. Although some organisations have
deliberately avoided using more than one method, the government will
be catering for a greater variety of people and probably a greater
variety of transaction types, at least in the medium to long term. At the
very least, it was thought likely that a keyboard and/or remote control
will be used alongside or in addition to a smart card – the former for
one-off data input, the latter for identification/security and regular
transfer of the same or very similar data.
38. Some felt that rumours of the demise of the keyboard have been
greatly exaggerated. Touchscreen methods are not widely accepted
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yet although they are thought to work fairly well where they have been
set up. Several respondents were dubious about the use of TV remote
controls to input data, as they may be too fiddly for any substantial
amount of input. BIB, who might be expected to be the major
advocates of TV remotes, are talking to ‘various manufacturers’ about
an infra-red keyboard.
39. There was a view that government should also look at scanning
technology, possibly combined with various current devices, such as
the telephone or PC. In retail, bar code readers are a possible way
forward for use with a mail order catalogue; home users may be
happier to run a pen over a barcode than to type in their requirements.
Smart cards
40. There are many suggestions from the research about the pros and
cons of various smart card regimes and approaches. The example
of the Spanish Social Security ID card seems a relevant source of
intelligence, given its large audience and public sector focus (see
below for further details).
41. However, the UK banks and their offshoots also have considerable
experience with smart cards and there are several important trials
under way or just beginning.
42. Finance is also interesting in that the public have come to accept the
use of a smart card in certain sorts of financial dealings, whereas they
remain suspicious of its use in ID functions. As with the interfaces
mentioned above, incentivisation was perceived to be a way of
persuading the public to use smart cards for government transactions.
43. In some cases, people are being issued with new types of cards
without even realising their capabilities – they continue to use them
for the old functions such as credit card payments without being aware
that they now contain a chip and are capable of much more. Several
sources suggest that the public are on the whole comfortable with new
cards so long as staff are properly aware of them and trained in what
to do with them – this could mean both cashiers in shops or
government officials. If on the other hand production of the card is
greeted with a blank stare or confusion, the user quickly loses
confidence in producing it.
44. Security is also a major issue with smart cards, especially where they
contain e-cash. The ‘lockable’ cards used in trials have apparently
proved popular.
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45. E-purse cards are expected to replace lower level purchases, not
credit card transactions on the whole. This is perhaps because UK
consumers are used to getting things on credit and might as well
pay later as now – Hong Kong was cited as more of an immediate
payment/cash-oriented society.
46. Contactless cards are developing rapidly and may be ideal for public
transport systems. There are interesting examples of this in use in
several parts of the world, including Holland and Korea for buses and
trains, and a number of leading airlines (Lufthansa is a good example).
B.6 Encouraging public take-up
Strategy
47. Respondents pointed out that people can be encouraged to adopt
new methods if they see others successfully using new systems. The
success of the Spanish Smart Card pilot lay in using the carrot
approach as opposed to the stick, especially in a sensitive area like
ID cards. In this case, a situation arose where the people who had not
registered to use the full ID card had to queue in the benefit office,
while watching those who had registered walking in and speedily using
the machine. Benefit office staff were trained to point this out and tell
people how easy it was to change over.
Personal assistance
48. Many respondents stressed that for certain types of transaction there
will remain a preference for talking to a person rather than interrogating
and informing a machine. Such needs were not espoused by older
people. One respondent pointed out that young people looking for a
loan want to come into a branch despite the fact that the procedure is
mostly very straightforward and could be done electronically: Most
loan decisions are made using a standard form and a computer. The
public will often consider personal contact to be necessary in making
any transaction that they perceive to be ‘important’.
49. It was also pointed out that the public often like on-line confirmation of
transactions or orders, and therefore like to speak to a person.
50. Given the important role of staff in this process, many respondents
stressed the need to train staff to cope with new technology, especially
kiosks. The importance of briefing staff arose in various contexts:
CallCentre staff taking phone calls, kiosk-based follow-up calls, staff
on site dealing with queries or technological problems. Users will often
take to a new technology only if they are talked through it/physically
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shown how to do it the first time round and the government should
plan to demonstrate thoroughly any new technology they bring in.
51. New interfaces can be also used to enhance as well as replace existing
ones. For example, personal visits to benefits customers could be
made by someone equipped with a laptop who would therefore
provide a combination of a personal face with a backup of having
information at his or her fingertips.
B.7 Maintenance issues
52. The technical reliability and consistent availability of new interfaces is
paramount. There are lessons to be learnt from pilot schemes in this
regard:
■

While designing and building the central component of the system,
the need to update information must be borne in mind. Some of
the early problems experienced with kiosks related to the need to
switch machines off in order to download new information.

■

It is also vital to rapidly reinstate machines that go wrong. BT’s
TouchPoint kiosks each have a ‘heartbeat’ – this monitors its
operations and reports malfunctions rapidly.

■

The need to maintain printers alongside facilities such as kiosks
was also noted.

B.8 Cost issues
53. It was widely acknowledged that government needed to reduce costs
and increase efficiency, but some respondents highlighted the risks of
incurring potentially large losses, particularly by trying to move too fast
and working with an immature technology. The main warning offered
was that government should avoid high risk innovation in technology,
but should ‘ride the wave’ once private sector organisations have set
it rolling.

B11

C

General public qualitative
research
Katie Collins
BMRB Qualitative
Andrew Thomas
BMRB Qualitative

C1

Initial qualitative research
C.1 Introduction
1.

In December 1997, BMRB Qualitative, a unit of BMRB International
conducted a qualitative study to explore the issues surrounding
adoption of electronic communications with government. This study
followed two initial group discussions designed to ascertain key issues
regarding adoption of electronic government. It was then felt that a
further six group discussions were required to fully evaluate the
perceived benefits and obstacles regarding adoption of electronic
government, amongst a wider section of the public.

2.

The findings presented in this summary report are based upon the
responses from these six qualitative group discussions.

Overall research objective
3. To explore issues surrounding adoption of electronic communications
with central and local government.
Specific objectives
■ To evaluate the perceived benefits and obstacles regarding
concept of electronic government.
■

To assess factors which may enhance interest and propensity
to use.

■

To ascertain the most appropriate type/s of transaction for
electronic government to offer.

■

To assess the optimum location/s for use and most appropriate
delivery form, ie touchscreen versus keyboard etc.

Research method
4. It was decided that to best meet the objectives of the research, the
group discussions should consist of those age groups and
backgrounds not covered in the early two group discussions. These
were both younger and older respondents, including two groups of
people specifically recruited on the basis of being receptive to the use
of new technology.
5.
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Having been screened in accordance with an initial recruitment record,
a copy of which is appended, the respondents were invited to a group
discussion. Prior to attending the discussion, the respondents were
given a letter asking them to consider two questions. These questions

centred on attitudes and opinions regarding dealing with central and
local government, both now and in the future.
6.

The respondents were asked during the discussion for their opinions
on a number of issues outlined in a topic guide.

Research sample
7. The sample consisted of six full group discussions, lasting 1.5 hours
each and comprising 7–8 respondents.
8.

Three of the group discussions were conducted in South Yorkshire
and three were conducted in Greater London. All groups were
convened in a hosts home, local to the respondents residence.

9.

For exact specifications of each discussion group, please see the
technical appendix.

Research stimulus
10. In order to introduce the concept of electronic government and assess
the most appropriate form of delivery, a series of six A4 colour
photographs were shown to the respondents. These photographs
consisted of a range of touchscreen, keyboard, telephone and
television terminals.
Findings
C.2 The two placement questions
11. To introduce the discussion, the respondents were asked to comment
on the two questions placed with them prior to taking part in the group
discussion. The first of these questions was as follows:
‘Thinking about the most recent dealing/s you have had with
government departments and/or local government, how could this
have been improved on or made better?’
12. The respondents found it difficult to discuss improvements and tended
to concentrate on describing positive and negative aspects of their
recent experiences. The following comments were made:
■

Filling out forms was felt to be particularly complicated and time
consuming and specific reference was made to the new self
assessment tax form. For a few however, the exception to this
was the most recent passport application form being
straightforward and self-explanatory.
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■

Contacting government departments by telephone was described
as being lengthy, frustrating and sometimes costly. The
respondents described being held in telephone queues, passed
to several different departments and not obtaining answers to
queries as being particularly frustrating.

■

In dealing with a person face-to-face it was claimed that one
would have wait in a queue, often in a post office or government
offices, eg DSS office. The DSS office in particular was described
as being a particularly undesirable place to queue.

■

The lack of accountability, ie no one person taking responsibility
for queries/applications etc.

■

Particularly for the younger respondents, dealing with government
transactions was described as being complicated and illogical.
These respondents claimed to be ‘starting out’ in terms of dealing
with tax queries, applying for driving licences etc for the first time.
They, in particular, felt ill equipped and ill informed, in dealing with
such situations.

■

For the older respondents, 55+, the lack of personal contact with
staff was felt to be a negative aspect of dealing with government
transactions.
“When it came to the Tax Returns, someone, my Mum I think, told
me I had to go to the Tax Office. I didn’t have a clue where it was”
(18-24, FEMALE, AB, NORTH)
“You don’t get personal contact and that is really frustrating, you
get put through to one department after another and you never
get the person you really need to speak to.”
(55+, FEMALE, C1C2, SOUTH)

13. Without exception, the respondents spontaneously mentioned the
difference in claiming for benefits, tax returns etc versus applying for
driving licences and passports etc. The respondents felt that claiming
money was far more time consuming and complicated than paying
money to the government.
“They are quick to take your money, not quick to pay it out.”
(18–24, MALE, C1C2, SOUTH, TECHNO-RECEPTIVE)
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14. The second question was as follows:
‘In the future what changes should the government make to the way it
deals with the public? Please consider things such as claiming for
benefits, tax returns, obtaining licences, eg driving licence etc and
registering births etc.’
15. After considering the above question, the following points were raised:
■

The key change respondents required was that of simplicity.
Respondents felt that, in particular, forms could be simplified,
reduced or even eradicated in favour of a more straightforward
approach. Respondents, were looking for solutions (from
government) to quicken application and eligibility processes.

■

More telephone lines and better trained staff were needed to deal
with queries, particularly those of a personal nature, eg claiming
benefits such as disability allowance.

■

The need to provide a service, with particular reference to
accountability of staff, ie one person dealing with a query rather
than being dealt with by several people and departments.

■

Centralise services – some respondents spoke of the “one stop
shop” where one can apply for various different services in, for
example, a library. At present, respondents describe the services
as being fragmented in terms of needing to go to a DSS office for
one service, the post office for another etc.

■

For a few of the respondents, particularly those who were
receptive to new technology, the use of computers and the
Internet could play an important role in the efficiency of providing
government services.
“Simplify it. Ninety per cent of forms are not user friendly. Most
forms are designed for lawyers and accountants.”
(25–34, MALE, C1C2, NORTH)
“It is so unprofessional, maybe they should link up to computers,
it is behind the times.”
(25–34, FEMALES, AB, SOUTH, TECHNO-RECEPTIVE)
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C.3 Electronic government – overall reactions
16. The respondents were introduced to the idea of services, such as the
ones they have applied for, being available from government by
electronic means. By way of introduction to the subject, the
respondents were shown a number of photographs, picturing different
terminals and computers, as possible ways of dealing with central and
local government (see appendices).
Initial reactions
17. Initial reactions were as follows:
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■

Most of the respondents were positive towards the idea of
electronic government services for some, if not all, transactions.

■

The respondents very quickly identified the need for electronic
government services to be provided in conjunction with improved
telephone and face-to-face contact. In relation to this, some
respondents claimed that electronic government services could
‘free-up’ staff time to deal with queries of a more complicated
and sensitive nature.

■

The respondents felt it was necessary to provide electronic
government services as an option rather than being offered no
choice. The present way of dealing with government services
offered no choice, it was considered to be of seminal importance
that electronic services were offered as an option.

■

The respondents were concerned about the elderly in terms of
dealing with electronic government services. It was felt that the
elderly were marginalised from technology per se and would be
fearful of using such services.

■

Many respondents accepted the need to provide electronic
government services. It was claimed that it was the way forward
and in many ways was simply ‘catching up’ with other service
providers, eg banks.

■

In considering the future of providing government services
electronically, the respondents, whilst concerned about new
technology, were not duly ‘put off’ by the idea. Many respondents
felt that in order to keep up with their children/grandchildren and
looking towards the new millennium this was the ‘right time’ to
introduce electronic government services.

■

Interestingly the youngest respondents were identified by the
older respondents as being of the ‘computer age’. Whilst in part,
techno-receptivity is generational, not all of the youngest
respondents were confident with the use of technology. Therefore
respondents of this age group were voicing their concerns
regarding technology as well as their older counterparts.
“They (the staff) are only supposed to spend so long with each
customer because the lines (telephone) are banking up.”
(55+, C1C2, FEMALE, SOUTH)

Positive aspects
18. The respondents mentioned a number of positive aspects regarding
use of electronic government services. These were:
■

Cutting down on queuing, both on the telephone and in person.

■

Simplification of form filling, eg if you make a mistake it could be
corrected on screen. Also for the more techno-receptive, it was
suggested that the computer could screen out questions not
relevant to the individual applicant.

■

The idea of being able to obtain information, fill out forms etc
using one terminal, was appealing. The terminal was likened to a
‘one stop shop’ for all transactions.

■

For some of the respondents it was seen as being helpful in terms
of the government looking for a solution to the existing problems
in terms of dealing with them.

■

For some of the respondents with young children, primarily in the
25–34 year age group, the idea of being able to access
government services in their own home appealed.
“It might be a lot quicker, rather than going in to get the form,
taking it home to complete it and then having to post it.”
(18–24, AB, FEMALE, NORTH, TECHNO-RECEPTIVE)

Negative aspects
19. When considering the positive aspects above, with regard to using
government services electronically, it is worth considering that some of
these points were also negative. Respondents were keen to see
electronic government service provision as being an improvement to
the existing situation and were somewhat sceptical about its ability to
do so.
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20. During the early stages of adoption, it was important to ensure that
electronic government did not simply perpetuate the existing
difficulties the respondents incurred. An example of this would be the
issue of queuing. The respondents claimed that if the post office queue
for passports etc was simply transferred to an electronic government
terminal queue then this would be disadvantageous towards use.
Similarly if the terminals were not ‘user friendly’ then the respondents
considered this to be no different from a complicated paper form.
21. Therefore some of the negative aspects mentioned below represent
the polarised view of the positive points above:
■

For some of the respondents, particularly the older males,
face-to-face contact was preferred, particularly for transactions
which were considered to be ‘complicated’.

■

Some of the respondents were concerned about new technology
per se. With regard to electronic government, the respondents
were concerned about how complicated transactions may be on
computer. This was particularly true of the oldest respondents.

■

The respondents were concerned about location and ease of use.
They felt that if the transaction were complicated and one had to
travel a long distance to a terminal then it would not be an
incentive towards use.

■

Some of the respondents, particularly the older ones, were
concerned about confidentiality. This issue was two-fold. There
were concerns regarding confidentiality when conducting the
transaction, ie people looking over your shoulder. Also there was
some concern regarding outsiders ‘hacking’ into the computer to
access confidential information.

■

For a few of the respondents there was some concern regarding
computers taking over jobs. The effect being that there would be
even more unemployment and therefore greater demand on an
already overburdened benefit system.

“We need to speak to somebody direct, who is intelligent and knows
what they are about, rather than a screen.”
(55+, AB, MALE, NORTH)
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“You need direct contact with people and you are not getting it with
these, especially if you are claiming benefit which is a stressful time
anyway.”
(25–34, C1C2, MALE, NORTH)
C.4 The best way in
22. The respondents were asked to consider the type of transactions or
services they would use electronic government terminals for. Without
exception, all respondents claimed that they would “give it a try”,
particularly if the machines were user friendly.
23. Whilst the respondents suggested a number of appropriate
transactions/services that electronic government could provide, they
did claim that this would be an educational and evolutionary process.
Once people became familiar and confident with use of electronic
government terminals, the range of transactions and services could be
increased. A comparison was drawn with that of ATM machines which
now offered mini-statements, ordering cheque books etc rather than
just issuing money.
24. In the initial introductory stages, the respondents felt that the following
services and transactions would be the most appropriate for electronic
government terminals to provide:
■

Information – To give explicit information to enable people to find
out which services are available, where they are available and
opening hours of relevant offices. This was particularly important
to the youngest respondents who felt that this information was
lacking at present. For the older respondents, provision of
information would cut down on lengthy phone calls and
queuing time.

■

Eligibility – The respondents praised the idea of the terminal
enabling them to assess whether they were eligible for certain
benefits or not. They described form filling as being time
consuming and often complicated. Therefore something that
eliminated the need to fill out a form unless one was sure of a
successful transaction was seen as being helpful.

■

Basic transactions – In the initial stage of introducing electronic
government the respondents felt that the most appropriate
transactions would be those deemed “easy to do”. Examples
given were of driving licences, passports, registering of births
and marriages etc. Whilst these were not day-to-day transactions,

C9

in the respondents experience they were lengthy and time
consuming at present. Some of the older respondents, however,
were unsure of the issue of photographs and signatures with
regard to use of the terminal.
“Maybe if they just made you aware of things, of what to do and where
to go, that would make things better.”
(18–24, AB, FEMALE, NORTH)
“Rather than filling in forms and finding out that you are not eligible, if
you could just fill out a few basics and find out that way.”
(25–34, C1C2, MALE, NORTH)
25. The respondents suggested that there were a couple of types of
transaction that were particularly inappropriate with regard to use of
electronic government. These were:
■

Complicated transactions – The respondents felt that some
transactions were simply too complicated for a terminal to deal
with. Whilst the respondents were dissatisfied with the existing
situation, they still felt that some transactions were more easily
explained to a person. Particular mention was made of claiming
for benefits where employment details, family and housing details
were required for example.

■

Sensitive transactions – Coupled with the above, some
transactions were felt to be of a sensitive nature such as disability
allowance, registering of deaths etc. The male respondents in
particular felt that if one was faced with unemployment it may
be degrading to have to deal with a machine in terms of claiming
for benefits.

26. Respondents again reiterated the need for choice in terms of either
dealing with a terminal, face-to-face or telephone contact with
a person.
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C.5 Availability and technical specification
Terminal availability
27. The respondents were asked to consider where the terminals should
be available and in what form they should take, eg touchscreen
versus keyboard.
28. The respondents felt that the most important factor in terms of
availability was the introduction of many machines in the most
convenient places for them. It was felt that with the introduction of
only a few machines in, for example, main post offices, the existing
difficulties such as queuing etc would not be solved.
29. The most convenient places were:
■

Banks (particularly in lobbies for 24 hour access)

■

Post Offices

■

Libraries

■

Supermarkets and shopping centres, for some

■

Schools and colleges were also suggested for the youngest
respondents.

30. The respondents mentioned that banks and libraries were particularly
appropriate as they were quiet and somewhat private buildings. For
some of the more techno-receptive respondents the idea of
government services and transactions being available on the Internet
appealed.
“Have them in some of the banks where they have booths at the front
where you actually go inside but the bank isn’t open.”
(C1C2, FEMALE, SOUTH)
“You wouldn’t want to go all the way into town and use it, from just the
post office or library.”
(AB, FEMALE, NORTH)
31. The respondents did suggest that they did not want the terminals to be
available in the street. It was felt that there would be a lack of
confidentiality and a likelihood of vandalism if this were the case.
“It couldn’t be in a public place as I wouldn’t want people looking over
my shoulder. It would have to be in a secure place, maybe a bank.”
(AB, FEMALE, SOUTH, TECHNO-RECEPTIVE)
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Technical specification of the terminal
32. The respondents were asked to consider the type of terminal they were
most likely to use. Without exception, the touchscreen terminal was
seen as being the most user friendly and ‘approachable’. The
respondents felt that a terminal more closely linked with a television
than a computer was a far more acceptable option. The introduction of
a keyboard simply made the terminal look more like a computer which
was off-putting to those not familiar and confident with use.
33. The respondents considered the option of using the television to
access and transact with electronic government. Without the
introduction of digital interactive and Web television the respondents
found this option very difficult to conceptualise. All but the most
techno-receptive respondents drew reference to information provision
on teletext rather than an interactive service. They did feel that
information available on teletext was useful, however some claimed
this was already available.
34. In terms of confidentiality, the respondents claimed that the terminal
should be contained within some kind of kiosk or booth, eg a
telephone box. This would allow an individual to deal with transactions
in a confidential and private manner. This may allow them to make
uninhibited mistakes, which may occur particularly when using for the
first time.
“The idea of a touchscreen would be easier than a keyboard.”
(55+, C1C2, FEMALE, SOUTH)
“A lot of people have problems with filling out forms, if you put them on
teletext that is not going to help.”
(18–24, AB, FEMALE, NORTH)
C.6 Attitudes to smart cards
35. The respondents were asked to discuss the idea of a smart card for
use in conjunction with electronic government transactions and
services.
36. The smart card was briefly described as a card which would register
your identity when using the terminal. It could then be used to make
or receive payments for services such as TV licences, taxes etc.
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37. There were distinctly mixed feelings about the introduction of a smart
card. Positive aspects regarding introduction and use were as follows:
■

Cutting down on form filling – It was assumed that the smart
card would contain general information which would not need to
be repeated on each form filled out.

■

Amalgamating Information – Respondents felt that to have all
their information together which could be quickly updated was
of benefit. This would allow applications and eligibility to be
processed quickly. However there were concerns with all of their
information being collated on one card.

■

ID Card – Some of the younger respondents (aged under 35)
were certain of an ID card being introduced in the future. They
drew comparisons with the smart card. There were some
concerns regarding introduction of an ‘ID card’ style card in terms
of how intrusive it may be. They felt, however, that their children
would perhaps be more accepting of it. There was also the
possibility of it cutting down on time spent repeatedly providing
the same information.

■

24 hour access – Some of the more techno-receptive
respondents suggested that a smart card would allow 24 hour
access to terminals. The rationale being that if the information
were contained on a card one could use this at any time as with
a cashpoint card or telephone banking.

“It might cut down on form filling. It’s like 24 hour telephone banking.”
(25–34, C1C2, MALE, NORTH)
“I would welcome something that eliminates all others (forms) and
leaves you with one.”
(55+, AB, MALES, NORTH)
38. The respondents were even more vociferous in describing the negative
aspects of introduction of a smart card. Negative comments were as
follows:
■

Security – Respondents were concerned that with all their
personal information being contained on one card the issue of
security was of importance. It was felt that there was a possibility
of fraud with people ‘hacking’ into personal information.

■

Loss of card – Coupled with the issue of security, respondents
were concerned about fraud if the card were lost.
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■

Compulsory use – Drawing an analogy with a National ID Card,
it was felt that adoption and use of the smart card should not
be compulsory. The younger male respondents were particularly
concerned about the compulsory introduction being like that of
‘big brother’. It was claimed that the government may use the
personal information to ‘keep tabs’ on the population rather than
the card benefiting them.

“There will be people who don’t like carrying all that personal
information on a card. I have had my cash card stolen three times
and I have only had it two years.”
(18–24, AB, FEMALE, NORTH)
“If someone could access it, they could access everything about you.”
(55+, AB, MALE, NORTH)
C.7 Commercial companies – improved service
39. The respondents were asked to consider any examples of companies
they felt had improved their dealings with the public in recent years.
Whilst respondents suggested that the companies who had most
improved were in competitive situations, there were aspects of
improvement that they felt the government could adopt.
40. Specific companies/industries mentioned were:
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■

BT – British Telecom were praised on two counts for its improved
service to the public. Firstly, particularly for the older males, it
was felt that BT had quickened its response to faults and
maintenance work. It was claimed that BT had offered greater
flexibility in providing customer service out of office hours.
Some respondents also praised BT for reducing forms by
contacting members of the public directly and dealing with
applications for services over the phone. Conversely, however,
some respondents did feel that BT’s direct marketing approach
was somewhat intrusive.

■

Banks – It was suggested that banks had improved their services
in two ways. Firstly, there were more staff ‘on hand’ to deal with
customers. Secondly, telephone banking had allowed people to
deal with their finances from home, 24 hours a day.

■

Supermarkets – For some of the respondents, extended opening
hours and customer loyalty cards were seen as an improvement.
There was also mention of supermarkets offering banking

services as being helpful but possibly in the future as this was a
relatively new concept.
“BT have been contacting every customer by telephone, contacting
them directly so they don’t have to fill in the forms.”
(18–24, AB, FEMALE, NORTH)
“The changes that are being brought about are ... by competition.
They are seeing that they have to lean up, wise up and be more
user friendly.”
(25–34, C1C2, MALE, NORTH)
“Tesco and places like that give you cash back.”
(18–24, C1C2, MALE, SOUTH, TECHNO-RECEPTIVE)
41. It is interesting to note that whilst the respondents recognised that
companies in a competitive situation had to improve their services,
they were also looking for the government to follow suit. For some of
the respondents, the extreme case of this was that if the government
didn’t improve their services someone else would take over, eg selling
off passport services to a commercial company.
C.8 Likelihood of use
42. Lastly the respondents were asked to consider how likely they
were to use electronic government terminals. Without exception
all respondents claimed to be prepared to ‘give it a go’. The caveat
was however the need for the conditions to be appropriate for them,
ie widely available, user friendly machines. In the initial stages, the
respondents felt that they would be more likely to use the machine
for collecting information, eligibility and basic transactions. However,
should the conditions remain favourable towards use, most of the
respondents were confident about this being the ‘way forward’ for
most, if not all transactions.
43. In considering their likelihood of use, suggestions were made
regarding ways in which the government could encourage people
towards use.
44. The following suggestions were made:
■

Advertising – The respondents claimed that the most effective
way of communicating the introduction of electronic government
services was through television advertising. It was felt that most
people responded to TV advertising. They also felt that a Poster
and Press campaign may help but perhaps was less effective
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than a television campaign. The idea of leafleting was quickly
rejected on the basis of the literature being “put straight in the
bin”.
■

Education – It was apparent that the respondents were
concerned about the elderly in terms of using electronic
government services. It was suggested that perhaps a workshop
or extra assistance was required to encourage the elderly towards
use. Also some respondents suggested schools and colleges
participating in educating the general public.

■

Choice – The respondents felt that it was important to introduce
electronic government services with the choice of being able to
also use a telephone or speak to someone face-to-face.
Respondents felt more confident towards use if there was an
alternative if the transaction became too complicated, confusing
or difficult to complete.

“At the end of the day you are going to go with whatever is easiest.
Computer, person, telephone or whatever.”
(18–24, C1C2, MALE, SOUTH, TECHNO-RECEPTIVE)
“You have got to tell people through the telly, 99 per cent of
households have got a television.”
(55+, AB, MALE. NORTH)
45. The respondents were also asked to consider whether saving money
would be an incentive towards use of electronic government services.
Whilst the respondents claimed that it was always appealing to save
money, it was not of importance towards use. The respondents felt
that the most important factors towards use would be to offer
something that was easier and quicker than the existing method. In
addition it was felt that as an individual rarely applies for passports,
driving licences etc the cost saving would be minimal.
“... You don’t often apply for a passport so it wouldn’t be much of a
benefit.”
(25–34, AB, FEMALE, SOUTH, TECHNO-RECEPTIVE)
C.9 Conclusions from initial qualitative research
■
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The existing transactions with government were seen as being
complicated and time consuming. In some cases, respondents
described feelings of humiliation and irritation with regard to
previous dealings with government.

■

The respondents were seeking simplification and a less time
consuming approach to dealing with the government in future.
Whilst computers were rarely mentioned, the respondents were
looking for any way to improve existing transactions.

■

Overall reactions to the idea of electronic government were
positive. Time saving and convenience were claimed to be the
most advantageous aspects. However, there was some concern
regarding confidence with technology per se and the need for
improved person-to-person contact.

■

Respondents felt that in the initial stages they would be prepared
to ‘try out’ an electronic government terminal. However, it was felt
that there were certain transactions that were more appropriate
than others. These were; provision of information, eligibility
evaluation and basic transactions, eg passports, driving licences
etc. Transactions of a more complicated and/or sensitive nature
were seen as being perhaps inappropriate, certainly in the initial
stages of introducing electronic government.

■

Two important points for consideration were those of where the
terminals should be and in what form they should take.
Respondents felt that there was a need to have a lot of terminals
in the place most convenient to them, ie banks, libraries, post
offices and possibly supermarkets. The terminal was required to
be touchscreen and contained within a kiosk or booth. These
requirements were of key importance for encouraging use in the
early stages of introduction.

■

Attitudes to the introduction of a smart card were polarised. There
were those that felt that the introduction would help to simplify
and cut down on repetition of information. There was however a
strongly expressed view regarding the intrusive nature of a card
which contains personal information. Also security was an issue
with respondents concerned regarding the loss or theft of a card.

■

The respondents commented on commercial companies that they
felt had improved their services to the public. Whilst it was felt
that there was not a direct comparison between government and
commercial services it was claimed that the government could
benefit from adopting some of these changes. The key
improvement was increased flexibility in providing services out
of office hours, in some cases 24 hours a day. In addition, the
reduction of paper forms and increased service options, eg
supermarket banking were praised.
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46. Without exception the respondents were positively disposed towards
the likelihood of using electronic government services. However, as
previously mentioned there were a number of appropriate conditions
towards use. The respondents felt that it was of seminal importance to
ensure that the public were made aware of and encouraged towards
use of electronic government terminals. TV advertising coupled with
‘on-hand’ assistance were seen as the most effective communication
tools towards use.
Follow-up qualitative research
C.10 Introduction
47. In June 1998, The Qualitative Workshop, a unit of BMRB International,
was asked to conduct a piece of qualitative research on behalf of
CITU. This research sought to explore reactions to provision of
electronic government services pre and post exposure to selected
interfaces.
48. Group discussions were required in order to explore the perceived
benefits and obstacles towards use of electronic government
interfaces.
Overall research objective
49. To explore issues surrounding adoption of electronic communications
with government.
Specific objectives
■

To evaluate attitudes towards technology before and after
exposure to the interfaces.

■

Assess what types of transactions are most appropriate and for
those that are least appropriate assessing whether other options
are preferred such as face-to-face or telephone contact.

■

To explore any changes needed before the interfaces or preferred
interface is introduced to the general public.

Research method
50. It was decided that to best meet the objectives of the research, the
group discussions should consist of people from a broad range of
ages. All of the respondents had completed one or more transactions
with either central or local government in the last six months. This
enabled the respondents to discuss issues surrounding improvements
to the way in which existing government services were conducted.
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51. Having been screened in accordance with an initial recruitment
questionnaire, the respondents were invited to a group discussion.
52. The respondents were asked during the discussion for their opinions
on a number of issues outlined in a topic guide, a copy of which
is appended.
Research sample
53. The sample consisted of four full group discussions, lasting 1.5 hours
each and comprising 7–8 respondents.
54. Two of these group discussions were conducted in London and two in
Banbury to represent a more provincial location. The groups in London
were convened at CCTA’s offices in Central London and the Banbury
groups convened in a hotel. These locations were most suitable for
housing the three interfaces used during the groups.
55. The two groups in London were with BC1 males aged 25–39 and C2D
women aged 40–55. The two groups in Banbury were with C2D males
aged 25–39 and BC1 females aged 25–45.
Research stimulus
56. In order to evaluate reactions to electronic government interfaces,
three different demonstrators were provided.
57. These were the Joint Working Kiosk, Broadclyst Kiosk and a Web TV.
These three demonstrators were specifically chosen to reflect broadly
different types of interface, ie touchscreen, keyboard and ‘rollerball’.
C.11 Reactions to current government service
provision
58. Reactions to existing dealings with central and local government were
broadly in line with the findings from the previous qualitative research.
59. Difficulties incurred included:
■

Filling in of complicated forms requiring repetition and seemingly
irrelevant information.
“I find with forms ... they repeat the questions so many times.”
(FEMALE, 40–55, C2D, LONDON)

■

The complicated procedure and length of time spent contacting
the relevant department/person by telephone. The respondents
found voice or touchtone activated phones particularly frustrating,
not being able to talk directly to a person.
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“When I rang the passport office it was very difficult to talk to
anyone, it was a touchtone phone. I spent a long time on the
phone before I got to speak to a human being.”
(FEMALE, 25–45, BC1, BANBURY)
■

Dealing with a person face-to-face was often the most effective
way of obtaining answers to queries or to make an application.
The perception was that a person would be more accountable if
dealing with a client face-to-face rather than by post or
telephone.

■

Interestingly, respondents were surprised that with the amount of
technology available, the application procedures were still very
lengthy. These comments centred around the technology
supporting government staff, ie their own computer systems,
rather than the electronic government offering.
“I think with all this technology and they still can’t manage to do
this (obtaining a passport quickly).”
(MALE, 25–39, BC1, LONDON)

■

For those people who were self-employed, VAT returns and tax
self-assessment forms were particularly complicated. So much
so, that they often resorted to begrudgingly paying an accountant
to complete the forms. Also comment was made that services
such as passport applications could be quickened or simplified
by paying an additional sum of money to the Post Office.

“It seems easier to pay someone to do it now, if you make a mistake on
your form they don’t tell you.”
(MALE, 25–39, C2D, BANBURY)
C.12 Improvements to government service
provision
60. Again, the improvements were broadly in line with the previous
qualitative research conducted. However, one group, namely the
females in Banbury, described something similar to electronic
government as a method of improving existing service provision.
61. Alternative suggestions for improvement were as follows:
■
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A general necessity for government to make information provision
more accessible. At present obtaining information regarding
services, eligibility and status of applications was time consuming

and potentially costly involving queuing, letter writing and
numerous telephone calls.
“It seems a very sloppy way of them not taking responsibility for the job
that they are suppose to be doing.”
(MALE, 25–39, BC1, LONDON)
■

To geographically centralise services and head offices to ensure a
quicker application process. Also where offices are in the locality,
people can visit and deal with a person face-to-face if necessary.
Many people’s tax offices are located in ‘far off’ places and
seemingly do not communicate with other departments.

■

Availability of more efficient and pleasant staff to deal with clients
face-to-face. A member of staff was seemingly far more
accountable for the application when dealing with a client in
person. They were less able to avoid dealing with a query face-toface than by telephone or letter.

“You go in and speak to someone and you know that you are going to
get the answers because they are dealing with that form.”
(MALE, 25–39, C2D, BANBURY)
■

For the females in Banbury, use of computers was suggested as a
way of cutting down the repetition of detail required on each form.
Computers could also cut down on the length of time spent
queuing to speak to someone or holding for someone on the
phone. This group described something similar to a smart card
when discussing how repetition of personal details could be
avoided. Interestingly, this group were exposed to technology at
work and were receptive rather than resistant towards technology.

C.13 Electronic government – initial reactions
62. Prior to introducing the interfaces the respondents were invited to
discuss the idea of existing government services being made available
by electronic means.
63. The initial reactions were as follows:
■

Many people were not familiar with technology per se and
claimed that they would be resistant to the provision of any
service by electronic means. Coupling technology with
government services led to concern regarding marginalisation.
Those people who could confidently use technology would be
able to use electronic government. Those people less
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knowledgeable or resistant towards technology would be
effectively left behind. It was therefore important to ensure that
electronic government be offered as a choice or alternative
and not a replacement to existing methods of dealing
with government.
“It seems as if there is a two tier system coming into this country of
those who know about computers and those who don’t.”
(MALE, 25–39, C2D, BANBURY)
■

There was a difficulty in conceptualising how electronic
government could improve the existing methods when paperwork
would still be involved. For example, when applying for a
passport many documents were required to support the
application. The respondents failed to see how an interface could
effectively become the ‘eyes’ of a person checking documents.

■

Concerns regarding the continued involvement with paperwork
also focused on where the application would be sent. If when
filling out a form and sending it by electronic means the
assessment of the application would still have to be in the hands
of the relevant department, then the process would still be slow.

■

As with the previous research, there was concern over loss of
jobs. The interfaces would replace various functions that staff
would normally undertake. This concern was coupled with the
opinion that the new technology would not be an improvement
to the existing methods.
“Basically we are just cutting out the middle man, the front desk
man, and making him unemployed and still having the same
problem.”
(MALE, 25–39, BC1, LONDON)

■
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Some respondents, particularly the females in Banbury, could see
an advantage to dealing with government by electronic means.
Providing centralised information on all government departments
could save a considerable amount of time compared with the
existing method of having to deal with different departments
individually. Obtaining information appealed to many of the
respondents as being an introduction to electronic government
and easier to undertake than filling out a form or making a
payment.

C.14 Reactions to the interfaces
64. The respondents were split into three subgroups and asked to use
each of three interfaces namely the Joint Working Kiosk, Broadclyst
Kiosk and a Web TV.
65. After using the interfaces, responses to each one were as follows:
66. The Joint Working Kiosk – The previous qualitative research
commented on the necessity for the interface to be ‘user friendly’ with
touchscreen technology being the preferred option. Reactions to the
Joint Working Kiosk supported this view, that a touchscreen has
‘hidden’ technology. Keyboards, a mouse or icons were visible features
of technology. Those not confident with the use of computers were not
encouraged towards use by visible features.
“A child could use that one.”
(FEMALE, 40–55, C2D, LONDON)
67. This was an interface that could be used by people of all ages not just
the young, the perceived users of technology. People did not have to
be computer literate to use the Joint Working Kiosk as it was instantly
accessible. The layout was praised particularly for using word rather
than figures in each icon. The cartoons of people depicting the relevant
service were slightly comical and made use of the interface interesting.
“The touchscreen would be good for older people. It was good with
bigger writing as well.”
(FEMALE, 25–45, BC1, BANBURY)
68. The Broadclyst Kiosk – Overall this kiosk was considered to be ‘user
friendly’ without the need to be particularly computer literate. However
the layout was not quite as instantly accessible as the Joint Working
Kiosk.
69. The screen was quite ‘busy’ with words and numerous pictorial icons.
Respondents claimed that to understand the function of each icon, use
of this interface would require practice. Use tended to centre around
fairly aimlessly browsing issues of interest but not really obtaining
necessary or useful information. The ‘rollerball’ was preferable to a
mouse but not as easy to use as a touchscreen.
70. Use of this interface shifted more towards requiring a level of computer
literacy to be able to obtain relevant information.
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71. Web TV – The respondents were extremely negative about this
particular interface. Many people felt that in order to use Web TV,
assistance or technical support from a person would be necessary. It
was time consuming and difficult to obtain enough knowledge to be
confident enough to use.
72. The use of a keyboard, mouse and small icons coupled with people’s
limited knowledge of the Internet amounted to a sense of feeling very
removed from this level of technology. It was difficult to see how such
an interface could improve the existing methods of dealing with
government given the length of time taken to gain enough knowledge
to use.
C.15 Future use of electronic government
73. Future use for many people would be limited to provision of
information, certainly for the first few transactions. This claim was
likened to the first ATM’s that simply issued cash and now provide
statements, payments and balance enquiries amongst other services.
74. Obtaining information using the existing methods was both
complicated and time consuming. By obtaining information
electronically time was saved which is spent queuing or telephoning.
Initial barriers towards use for filling in forms centred around a lack of
understanding of how a person could provide the support
documentation and sign forms electronically. There were also concerns
regarding the efficiency of government in dealing with the forms once
they are passed on from the computer to a person. For the females in
Banbury the use of an ID or smart card would overcome some of the
difficulties regarding support documentation.
75. Supported by the previous research was the importance of the first use
of the interface to be a positive one. A long queue, machine that is out
of order or an interface which is complicated to use were specific
concerns. Certainly it was important to ensure that use of electronic
government was not seen as an extension of existing difficulties when
dealing with government departments.
C.16 Overall conclusions
76. Existing dealings with central and local government required
completing lengthy forms that often required repeating information
previously given. Whilst many respondents believed that improvements
should be made to the existing methods, the females in Banbury
suggested provision of electronic government.
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77. Initial reactions to electronic government were a mixture of concern
regarding the efficiency in dealing with enquiries and the respondents
own confidence in using technology. There was a strong connection
between the two concerns primarily because the more knowledgeable
and confident towards use of technology, the more likely the
respondents were to see a benefit towards use of electronic
government.
78. Reactions to the Joint Working Kiosk supported the findings from the
previous qualitative research regarding touchscreen technology being
the most appealing. A touchscreen was similar to a television or ATM
machine both of which were familiar to many people. Use of
keyboards, icons or a mouse suggested that the interface was a
computer and could only be used after practice. People needed to be
able to access the service quickly especially in a busy post office or
library. Any interface that required having to acquire skills, such as the
Web TV, would be rejected by all those receptive and positively
disposed towards existing technology.
79. Future use of government services centred around obtaining of
information or eligibility assessment. As the concept of government
services being provided by electronic means was very new, gradual
introduction was necessary to ensure people could build their
confidence and familiarity with the technology through use. This was
likened to the introduction of ATMs whereby new services were slowly
introduced.
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General public quantitative
research
Nick Coleman
BMRB Social Research
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D.1 Introduction
1.

The quantitative research among the general public consisted of two
elements:
■

Omnibus research

■

main survey

Omnibus stage
2. The Omnibus stage was intended to provide early feedback on the key
issues among the general public. Its role was to provide a broad
overview, without going into the detail or depth of the main general
public stage. It also informed the development of the main
questionnaire.
3.

BMRB International conducted a short survey for this project using its
weekly face-to-face Omnibus survey which permits different users to
ask questions. This covers a representative sample of adults across
Britain. Interviews were carried out in-home using a Computer
Assisted Personal Interviewing (CAPI) system. All interviews were
carried out by fully trained members of BMRB’s own fieldforce. The
sampling technique used was a form of random location sampling.

4.

A total sample of 1,105 interviews with adults aged 15+ living in Great
Britain was achieved between 4–10 December 1997.

Main survey
5. For the main survey, BMRB interviewed a nationally representative
sample of adults aged 16 and over.
6.

Interviews were carried out in-home using multimedia CAPI. This
enables interviewers to show video clips to respondents on the same
laptop which they use to record their answers. This system was used
so that respondents could see examples of the proposed technology.
A series of video clips was produced by the Post Office, and
incorporated into the interview by BMRB.

7.

Once again, all interviews were carried out by fully trained members of
BMRB’s own fieldforce.

8.

A total of 2,004 interviews with adults aged 16+ living in Great Britain
was achieved between 3 February and 6 March 1998. The average
interview length was 35 minutes. Before fieldwork, two pilot exercises
were carried out to test out the questionnaire and interview process.
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Questionnaire Coverage
9. The questionnaires (Omnibus survey and main survey) covered:
■

use of and attitudes to government services;

■

use of technology and general attitudes;

■

propensity to use electronic media generally and for government
services;

■

perceived benefits and risks.

Coverage of the two surveys in this report
10. The findings in this report are based primarily on the main survey, and
any figures refer to this survey, unless specified. Given that the
coverage of the two questionnaires is similar, the main survey findings
take precedence because:
■

the main survey covers 2,004 respondents, as opposed to 1,105
in the Omnibus survey;

■

the main survey used multimedia video clips to explain and
illustrate various methods; the Omnibus survey used colour still
photos only;

■

the Omnibus questionnaire was shorter and less detailed;

■

the Omnibus survey took place first, and informed the coverage
and design of the main questionnaire.

D.2 Findings
Contact with and attitudes to government services
11. This section provides an important context by setting out the current
level of contact which people have with government
departments/agencies, and assessing their experiences of existing
services. This provides an understanding of the exposure to
government services among different groups of the population, and
also of the problems and potential improvements that may be made
to existing services through technology.
Contact with government
12. As Table 1 shows, most people have had some form of contact in the
last year; most commonly this concerns a licence application or
renewal. Nearly half (45 per cent) have had contact about benefits.
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13. Subgroup analysis shows that men are generally more likely than
women to have had contact on tax and car registration; women rather
than men on child benefit.
14. Younger people are least likely to have had any form of contact (25 per
cent of 16–24s have had no contact).
Table D1 Types of contact
Base: All respondents (2,003)
Any
contact
%

Most recent
contact
%

Benefits

45

29

Child benefit

18

6

Housing benefit

13

5

Income support

11

4

Retirement or old persons pension

11

5

Jobseeker’s allowance

9

5

Other benefit*

8

4

Submitting tax return

17

8

Licence/passport

73

48

Applying for or renewing a TV licence

54

19

Applying for or renewing a vehicle licence 50

24

Applying for or renewing a passport

14

5

Registering a birth, marriage or death

9

3

None

11

11

Don’t know

1

1

* Other benefits: family credit, incapacity benefit, disability living allowance, student
grant: each mentioned by 4 per cent

15. In the majority of cases (68 per cent), the most recent contact involved
filling in a form, and this rises to 83 per cent for tax and 85 per cent for
registration. Face-to-face contact is highest for jobseeker’s allowance
and registration, telephone for tax returns and discretionary benefits.
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Table D2 Type of contact involved
Base: All who had contact in last 12 months (1,764)
%
Filling in a form

68

Talking to someone face-to-face

41

Talking to someone over the phone

18

Attitudes to government contact
16. The majority of people are at least quite satisfied with their most recent
contact, with around half very satisfied.
Chart D1 Satisfaction with most recent
government contact
Base: All who had contact in last 12 months (1,764)
Very satisfied
47%

Very dissatisfied 3%
Quite dissatisfied 4%

Neither/don’t know
9%

Quite satisfied
37%

17. Table 3 analyses satisfaction in terms of the type of contact
concerned. This indicates that while most people are satisfied, the
level of dissatisfaction does vary: in general, where the contact
involves payments, applications, renewals or submissions, views are
positive. People are more critical towards getting general information,
establishing more detailed information (eg whether they need to
apply/submit information or are eligible for a benefit), and notifying
a change in circumstances.
18. Satisfaction is highest with contacts about licences, passports and
registration; more negative with contacts on tax returns. The picture
for benefits is more complex: respondents are positive towards the
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service on child benefit and pensions, but more negative on other
types of benefit – 19 per cent are dissatisfied with their JSA contact,
18 per cent housing benefit and 14 per cent income support.
Table D3 Satisfaction with last contact
Base: All who had contact in last 12 months (1,764)
Base
Satisfied
%
Total

Dissatisfied
%

1,764

84

8

Benefit

608

77

13

Tax

147

70

10

Licence/passport

955

90

4

51

93

3

General info

247

74

15

Establish if need to apply/
submit/eligible

212

72

20

1,005

82

8

Notify change (benefit)

152

77

17

Make/receive payment

941

86

5

Type

Registration
Stage

Apply/renew/submit

19. As one might perhaps expect, then, the level of satisfaction appears to
be associated with the complexity of the interaction and probably with
the amount of discretion there might be about the outcome. Whilst the
majority of interactions with government appear to be straightforward,
a minority are complex or difficult and may be extremely important to
the client, particularly those involving eligibility for payments.
20. As with their overall satisfaction, people are generally positive towards
the staff they dealt with in their most recent contact. Nine in ten found
staff helpful, including 50 per cent very helpful, and just 9 per cent said
staff were not helpful.
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21. Again, views are less positive for contacts on general information,
detailed information and notifying changes. Contacts on benefits are
viewed less positively than average, with the exception of pensions.
Table D4 Helpfulness of staff
Base: All who had face-to-face/telephone contact in last 12 months (961)
Base
Helpful
Not helpful
%
%
Total

961

90

9

General info

179

83

16

Establish if need to
apply/submit/eligible

153

78

21

Apply/renew/submit

552

89

10

Notify change (benefit)

101

83

17

Make/receive payment

548

92

7

370

82

18

66

85

9

477

96

4

51

93

3

Stage

Type
Benefit
Tax
Licence/passport
Registration

Problems with last contact
22. Asked what problems, if any, they had, one in six say they did have a
problem with their last contact (16 per cent); this ranges from 28 per
cent with a benefit contact, 25 per cent tax, 13 per cent registration,
and 8 per cent licence/passport. Among these respondents the most
frequently cited problems are shown below.
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Table D5 Problems reported
Base: All who had a problem with last contact (285)
%
Staff were not helpful/lacked knowledge

19

Staff were slow in dealing with the transaction

13

Slow response generally

8

Problems getting payment or entitlement

8

Forms being long or repetitive

7

Difficulty getting through on phone/engaged

6

Not enough information given

6

Long queues at post office

6

Finding the right person to help you

5

Forms difficult to fill in/badly worded

5

Staff rude

5

Difficulty finding right department

5

Confusing/unclear advice

4

23. In the Omnibus research, respondents were shown a list of possible
problems and asked if they had experienced any of them. Time taken
was the most frequent problem, either the time waiting in a queue
(11 per cent) or the time for the matter to be dealt with generally
(9 per cent). These are most likely to be mentioned by those referring
to benefits contacts.
24. Respondents in the Omnibus research were shown a list of phrases
and asked which they felt best describes the government. They were
most likely to see the government as helpful (36 per cent), although
30 per cent see it as bureaucratic.
Experience of technology
25. The survey examined use of and willingness to use existing
technology, as well as attitudes to technology in general. This is an
essential context in which to view stated propensity to use
electronic services.
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26. The chart below shows that while use of some technologies is
widespread, many people are reluctant to try unfamiliar technologies.
This particularly applies to electronic organisers, telephone banking,
email, Internet access and automatic ticket machines; in each of these
cases, over half of the population do not use them and say that they
are not willing to do so.
Chart D2 Use of and willingness to use various
equipment/services
Base: All respondents (2,003)
Percent
Cash dispensing

55

Teletext/Ceefax

44

Programme video

20

15

12

5

Internet access 10

8

Automatic ticket
machine 10
Program/store
phone numbers 9
9

9

Electronic organiser 7

8

46
62
56

15

52

14

49
61

28
15

Willing to use

25
34

19

21

19

27

15

26

28

25

10

21

23

Camcorder/ 7
video camera

Use regularly

18

7
11

26

33

Mobile/car phone

Telephone banking

18

39

Answering machine

Email

13

46
70

Use sometimes

Not willing to use

27. Examining these findings in more detail:
Current use
28. Regular users of technology (defined as using three or more regularly)
are more likely than average to be:
■

men rather than women (47 per cent v 38 per cent);
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■

under 45 (55 per cent), as opposed to 45–64 (38 per cent) or 65+
(13 per cent);

■

social grades ABC1 (53 per cent) rather than C2DE (31 per cent).

29. Over a third of people say there is a PC in their home (37 per cent). Home PC
ownership is similar between age groups up to 55 (at around 46 per cent), but
then falls sharply to 27 per cent for 55–64s, 13 per cent for 65–74s, and 4 per
cent for those aged 75+. Ownership is 59 per cent among ABs, compared
with 14 per cent among DEs. Over half of people aged 65 and over cannot
type at all.
Willingness to use new technologies
30. A quarter of people say that they would not be willing to use any of the
technologies they are not currently using. This reluctance is most
pronounced among older people and DEs (34 per cent). The younger
age groups are most willing to try new things.
Table D6 Willingness to use new technologies
Base: All respondents (2,003)
None
%

1–2
%

3+
%

25

43

32

16–24

10

42

47

25–34

15

51

33

35–44

19

43

38

45–54

24

45

31

55–64

32

39

29

65–74

42

38

19

75+

69

24

7

AB

21

40

40

C1

20

44

36

C2

24

49

27

DE

33

40

27

Total
Age

Social grade
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Attitudes to technology
31. Respondents were read a number of statements about technology and
asked to what extent they agreed with them in order to provide an
indication of their views on technology.
32. The findings indicate a high degree of willingness to try information
technology among a large proportion of the population, irrespective of
their current knowledge or usage provided that it offers benefits to
them. However, it is clear that many people do not feel confident in
their technical ability, and there are indications of mistrust of
technology – 56 per cent agree that things often go wrong with new
technology and 53 per cent that technology creates unemployment.
33. At first sight, some of these findings appear to conflict with those above
on use of and willingness to use individual technologies. In this question,
large numbers agree that they would be willing to try new technology;
however, it is important to note that people agree with these statements
in so far as there is either a benefit to them (‘if they make my life easier’)
or if someone helps them (‘if someone shows me how’).
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Table D7 Attitudes to technology
Base: All respondents (2,003)
Agree
%

Disagree
%

I am willing to try new things if they
make my life easier

91

4

Teletext or Ceefax is a convenient
way of finding information

86

5

I like trying out new things

77

12

I would be willing to use a computer
if someone showed me how to use it

68

13

I have a good idea of what the Internet
can be used for

60

30

Things often go wrong with new
technology

56

20

Technology creates unemployment

53

25

I don’t like leaving messages on
answering machines

52

37

I would rather use a cash machine
than get service from a cashier

48

34

I find email useful as a way of
communicating

34

20

I find it difficult to program a video
recorder

29

59

Having a computer at home is essential

28

53

I find it hard to keep up with new
technology at work

21

36

Computers are only for the young

9

85

34. Taking the various statements together, we have conducted cluster
analysis in order to group different parts of the population according
to their predominant characteristics. This analysis gives the following
clusters:

D12

Table D8 Attitudes to technology by group
Group

% of
total

Attitudes

Demographic
features

1 Technophiles

20

Regular users of
technology, positive
towards its benefits, and
enthusiastic about
technological innovation

Younger, ABC1,
full-time
workers

2 Acceptors

19

Trust technology and
willing to try new
technologies, but with
lower exposure than
Group 1

Younger, fulltime workers

3 Uncommitted

21

Aspirational but not
committed, tend to agree
with most statements,
particularly in importance
of technology, but are not
fully convinced

Slightly younger
but otherwise
average profile

4 Sceptics

17

Low exposure and tend to Older than
mistrust technology, but
average, C2DE
would be willing to try if
benefits are available

5 Rejectors

17

Mistrust technology,
and are unwilling to try
it,whatever the benefits

older DEs

6 Technophobes

7

Strongly anti-technology,
find it difficult and don’t
like using, not prepared
to try

older DEs

Methods for delivering government services
35. Respondents were shown a video, which demonstrated four possible
methods for accessing government services – touchscreen, PC +
keyboard, interactive television, and touchtone phone. These were
introduced as methods for obtaining any information (not necessarily
government related), in order to assess attitudes to them as methods,
before looking at relevant applications.
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36. For all of the findings below, respondents are reacting to the methods
as shown and described in the videos. This presentation was as
neutral and objective as possible. In the Omnibus research, a different
presentation was used, using still, colour photographs of the four
methods; the findings obtained from the two surveys were similar but
not directly comparable.
Use of methods
37. Two-thirds of people claim to have used a touchtone phone for
obtaining information, including 43 per cent who say they use this
method regularly. Use of the other methods is lower, particularly
interactive TVs, as one would expect.
38. Where respondents have not used the methods, many would be willing
to do so. However, one in seven would not be willing to use a
touchtone phone, and a higher proportion – between a quarter and a
third – would not use the screen-based methods. Among specific
subgroups (older people and those in lower social grades), these
numbers rise still further, indicating a considerable degree of
reluctance to adopt new methods. These findings reflect those in
the previous section on current use of technologies.

D14

Chart D3 Use of and willingness to use different
interfaces
Base: All respondents (2,003)
43%

Touchtone phone

26%

PC + keyboard

Touchscreen

10%

Interactive TV

5 8%
%

24%

15%

30%

27%

33%

54%

19%

14%

32%

27%

33%

Use regularly

Use occasionally

Willing to use

Not willing to use

39. Looking at these findings in more detail:
■

Current use of methods: use of the four methods is lowest
among older respondents, although it is fairly consistent among
the other age bands up to 55. People who left education later are
more likely to have used all of the four methods; associated with
this, use is higher among ABC1s than C2DEs. Not surprisingly,
users of other technologies (covered in the last section) are
more likely also to use the four methods discussed here.

■

Willingness to use new methods: willingness to use new
methods is strongest among younger age groups. Older
respondents show some interest in using a touchtone phone to
obtain information, but are reluctant to use the screen-based
methods.
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■

Respondents were then asked why they would not be willing to
use certain methods. The main reasons for all four methods are a
perceived lack of need, a preference for dealing with a person
(either face-to-face or by phone), or seeing the method as too
complex or difficult to use.

Ease of use and problems faced
40. People who had used any of the methods generally say they found it
easy to obtain information in this way. Figures range from 86 per cent
for touchtone phones, to 94 per cent for touchscreens.
41. Of those who have used a touchtone phone to get information, 13 per
cent say it was difficult, due either to the time taken (both generally
and to wait for different options), or because the information was
limited; other respondents say that the lack of personal contact made
it difficult.
42. Nine per cent of those who have used a PC for information found it
difficult, citing either lack of training or practice, not being computer
literate, or finding it confusing or complicated.
43. Non-users who said that they would be willing to use the methods
mostly think that they would be easy to use. Figures range from 81 per
cent for a PC to 94 per cent for touchscreen.
Preferred method
44. Respondents were then asked, if they used or would use more than
one method, which of the four methods they would prefer to use. Table
11 indicates that a PC and touchtone phone are more likely to be
chosen than the other two. The figures below include respondents who
had used or would use only one method.
45. The PC tends to be the first choice among younger respondents,
ABC1s and full-time workers. The touchtone phone is more likely to be
chosen by older people and C2DEs. The touchtone phone is also the
most frequent choice among infrequent users of technology and those
least willing to adopt new technologies. Regular technology users are
particularly likely to opt for a PC method.
46. These findings suggests that phone-based options will be important in
ensuring that new methods reach more reluctant members of the
population.
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Table D9 Preferred or only method
Base: All who have used or would use any methods (1,840)
Touchtone PC +
Touch- Interactive
phone keyboard screen
TV
%
%
%
%
Total

28

32

16

21

16–24

17

44

18

20

25–34

19

41

15

22

35–44

21

38

15

24

45–54

31

29

16

21

55–64

40

24

14

20

65–74

50

12

13

19

75+

49

8

24

13

Age

Use of new methods
47. Respondents were shown a list of different types of information and
asked which they would be interested in getting from any of the four
methods. This question helps to assess the salience of government
information compared with other information. As the table shows, one
in three would like to obtain government information from these
methods, while council information and job vacancies are mentioned
by around two in five. However, other types of information are more
frequently mentioned, such as travel, leisure and weather information.
48. These findings probably reflect people’s previous experience of using
touchscreens, touchtone phone services and other information
services such as Ceefax, and show that at present, people do not
necessarily associate government interactions or transactions with
these methods.
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Table D10 Types of information relevant to
methods
Base: All who have used/would use any methods (1,840)
%
Travel information

75

Leisure information

66

Weather information

60

Health information

43

Council information

42

Community information

40

Local job vacancies

40

Information about government (eg licences, benefits)

36

Other

1

None

2

Don’t know

1

49. Interest in government information is lower among young people
(under 25), but is otherwise consistent across subgroups.
Use of methods for government information
50. Respondents were then asked specifically how likely they would be to
use these methods for government information. A third (32 per cent)
say they would be very likely to do so, and 45 per cent quite likely.
Twenty-two per cent say they would not be likely to use them for
government information
51. Table 11 shows the variation in perceived likelihood; this focuses on
those who say they would be ‘very likely’. As before, figures are
highest for those who already use technology, but the focus on
government services alters the other subgroup patterns. Interest now
rises among people receiving benefits (with the exception of pensions),
and this levels out the differences between social grades and, to a
certain extent, between ages.
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Table D11 Willingness to use by key variables
Base: All willing to use any methods (1,840)
Very likely
%
Total

32

Age
16–24

30

25–34

37

35–44

35

45–54

34

55–64

28

65–74

21

75+

26

Regular Use of Technology
None

22

1–2

28

3–5

34

6+

47

52. The respondents who said they would not be likely to use the methods
for government information (22 per cent of the total sample) were
asked for their reasons. Over a third say that they would prefer to talk
to someone face-to-face, with others saying they would rather phone
the office; other respondents do not see a need for the service or are
happy with current methods.
53. This preference for personal contact among many people should be
noted given that this question relates to general information, rather
than more detailed or personal information.
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D.2.1 Using technologies for different
transactions
54. Before looking at more specific transactions, respondents were initially
asked which types of transaction would be appropriate for these
methods. This question excluded people who said they were not at all
likely to use the methods to get government information. While people
can see a role for different stages of transactions, general information
ranks highest (75 per cent). Respondents are less likely to think they
would use the methods for receiving payments and providing
information to government departments.
Table D12 Most appropriate types of transaction
Base: All likely/not very likely to use methods for government services (1,691)
%
Getting general information

75

Getting information relevant to your own personal situation

63

Making payments for taxes or licences

55

Making applications for benefits, grants or licences

51

Receiving payments for benefits, taxes, etc

42

Giving information to government departments

31

None

2

Don’t know

1

55. Regular users of technology are more likely to see opportunity for all of
these stages. Otherwise, findings are similar by subgroup.
56. The Omnibus survey asked additionally about using the methods to
order a government form. Here too, a majority (55 per cent of the total
sample) said they would be willing to use one of the methods for this
purpose.
Scenarios
57. Videos demonstrating more detailed scenarios were then shown to
respondents and questions were asked about them. These questions
excluded people who had either said they would not use any of the
four methods for getting information (7 per cent of the sample) or said
that they would not be at all likely to use any methods for government
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information (another 7 per cent). The majority who remained were
shown scenarios using either a screen-based or telephone method,
depending on their stated preference.
Screen-based scenario on getting detailed information
58. Sixty per cent of the sample were shown a video showing how a
screen-based method could be used for obtaining more detailed
information, such as establishing eligibility for benefits, or checking
whether you need to renew a licence.
59. Overall, 36 per cent said they would find this type of service very
useful, and a further 44 per cent quite useful. One in five said it would
not be useful (15 per cent not very, 5 per cent not at all).
60. Similar figures apply to likelihood of using such a service: 37 per cent
say they would be very likely to use it, and 46 per cent quite likely. One
in six (16 per cent) do not think they would use it.
61. Those who have had contact about benefits in the last year show the
highest interest in this type of service, with the exception of pensions
(since this is an older age group); in particular those on housing benefit
(56 per cent very likely) and income support (55 per cent). Related to
this, interest is also higher than average among DEs, as well as those
working part-time or not working (but not retired), women rather than
men, and those with children.
62. There are no significant differences in terms of age or use of
existing technology.
63. These findings indicate a shift in propensity away from the groups who
are most interested in technology generally (younger and higher social
grades) towards those who see the service as relevant to their needs.
In particular, a group emerges, comprising women with children (either
working part-time or not working) who have the main responsibility for
dealing with benefits in their household; this group tends to show an
interest in this type of service, but often will not have experience or
confidence in using technology.
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Table D13 Likelihood of using screen-based
method for detailed information
Base: All preferring screen-based method (1,205)
Very likely
%
Total

37

Age
16–24

34

25–34

42

35–44

40

45–54

35

55–64

35

65+

30

Social grade
AB

34

C1

36

C2

33

DE

46

Regular use of technology
None

38

1–2

37

3–5

36

6+

40

64. Where respondents say they are unlikely to use this service, they say
that they prefer to talk to people, don’t need the service (11 per cent),
think that it would only provide limited information, or are happy with
the current situation.

D22

Screen-based scenario on giving information
65. Respondents were then shown another video on using a screen-based
service to provide information to government departments or agencies;
this excluded people who said they were not at all likely to use the
service outlined in the previous video.
66. A similar proportion (33 per cent) said that this type of service would
be very useful, with 50 per cent quite useful, and 15 per cent not very
or not at all useful.
67. Thirty-five per cent said they would be very likely to use this type
of service.
68. On this question, there is no variation by gender, and older
respondents are less likely to use the service. Again, interest is
highest among people who have had contact about benefits
(excluding pensions).
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Table D14 Likelihood of using screen-based
method for giving information
Base: All preferring screen-based method, excl. not at all likely (1,159)
Very likely
%
Total

35

Age
16–24

34

25–34

42

35–44

35

45–54

37

55–64

25

65+

24

Social grade
AB

32

C1

32

C2

33

DE

43

Regular use of technology
None

30

1–2

35

3–5

34

6+

38

69. Among the 17 per cent of respondents who said they were unlikely
to use the service, some repeated a preference for personal contact,
while others expressed concern over entering personal information
onto a computer or over the privacy of the facility. Other respondents
mentioned concerns over data protection, proof or record of the
transaction and computer errors.
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Phone-based scenario on getting detailed information
70. Where respondents had stated a preference for using a touchtone
phone ahead of the other methods, they were shown video scenarios
using a touchtone phone.
71. One in three (33 per cent) said that a service for getting detailed
information by telephone would be very useful, and 41 per cent quite
useful. However 26 per cent felt this would not be useful, and this is
higher than the corresponding figure for the screen-based service.
72. Seventy-nine per cent said they would be very likely to use the service.
Again, interest is highest among people who had contact about
benefits (excluding pensions).
73. Where respondents say they are not likely to use the service, they are
most likely to say they prefer to talk to a person, or that they are not
interested in this type of service.
Phone-based scenario on giving information
74. There is a higher interest in using a touchtone phone to give
information, 45 per cent saying it would be very useful, and 41 per cent
very likely to use it. Interest is, again, highest among people who have
had contact about benefits (excluding pensions).
75. One in six say they would not be likely to use this type of service,
either because they would prefer to talk to someone, or because they
would rather write, while other respondents feel this method is not
sufficiently confidential.
Attitudes to services in videos
76. Having seen the different scenarios shown in the videos, respondents
were asked more generally about the types of services they had seen.
77. Firstly, they were asked which types of government services they
would be interested in using these methods for. They are most likely to
mention licences (80 per cent), followed by benefits (61 per cent),
taxes (57 per cent), registration (50 per cent). Responses to this
question are affected by the services people use.
78. Respondents were then asked about the benefits and disadvantages
of the services they had seen. The main perceived advantages are
speed, followed by convenience, ease of use and easy access. Given
that speed of service is one of the most frequent concerns about
existing contact with government departments, this may be an
important way of encouraging the public to adopt electronic services.
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Table D15 Benefits of methods
Base: All except those ‘not at all likely to use’ any methods (1,677)
%
Faster/save time

76

Convenient

46

Simple/easy to use

29

Easier access

25

Cheaper/save money

16

Good way of getting or giving information

15

Would make fewer mistakes

10

Safer/more confidential

7

More locations/more convenient locations

6

Less fraud

3

Other

2

None

4

Don’t know

3

79. The most frequent concern about the services is the level of
confidentiality or safety of information. Also mentioned are the lack
of personal help or impersonal nature of the service, the possibility
of machines breaking down and fraud.
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Table D16 Concerns about methods
Base: All except those ‘not at all likely to use’ any methods (1,677)
%
Less confidential/safe

31

No personal help/impersonal

20

Might break down

16

More fraud

14

More mistakes made

13

Would not want to give personal information

11

Might not have information with you

6

Difficult to use

5

Might be difficult to get to (kiosk etc)

4

Take longer

4

Other

5

None

26

Don’t know

5

80. When asked about three aspects of service: the availability of personal
assistance; use out of office hours; and the ability to use in the home,
respondents are likely to see all of them as important. The number
considering each aspect as essential ranges from 17 per cent for being
able to use the service in your home to 24 per cent for personal
assistance. The importance of having personal assistance available
was apparent in earlier questions on methods and types of transaction.
Those with reservations are likely to be particularly concerned over the
possible lack of personal assistance involved.
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Chart D4 Aspects of service
Base: All except those ‘not at all likely to use’ any methods (1,677)

Personal assistance

24%

39%

Use of office hours

23%

43%

Use in home

Essential

17%

Very important

37%

Quite important

25%

22%

30%

12%

12%

16%

Not important

81. The preferred locations for services are the post office, library and
bank/building society. These preferences apply to all subgroups.
Table D17 Preferred locations
Base: All except those ‘not at all likely to use’ any methods (1,677)
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Post office

%
59

Library

57

Bank or building society

53

Council offices

38

Supermarket

35

Shopping centre

31

CAB or Advice Centre

28

Relevant department or agency

24

Cafe

7

Other

*

None

2

Don’t know

1

82. As well as location, it is important to assess how far people are likely
to travel to use public services. A quarter (26 per cent) say they would
only be prepared to go a walking distance, and a further 23 per cent
less than one mile. Seventeen per cent would travel up to 5 miles, and
5 per cent over 5 miles.
D2.2 Smart cards
83. The issue of smart cards was directly covered in the interview. Videos
were used to demonstrate and describe the concept of a smart card.
In principle, 29 per cent say they would definitely use a smart card to
make or receive government payments, and a further 29 per cent say
they probably would. One in four (24 per cent) say they would definitely
not use one for payments.
84. If a smart card was used to conform identity (ie not for financial
transactions), a higher number (41 per cent) say they would definitely
use one, and 18 per cent say they definitely would not.
Chart D5 Use of smart cards
Base: All respondents (2,003)
To make/receive payments

No
24%

Depends/
don’t know
18%

Definitely
29%

Probably
29%
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Chart D6 Use of smart cards
Base: All respondents (2,003)
To register identity
No
18%

Definitely
41%

Depends/
don’t know
7%

Probably
34%
85. Younger people are most likely to be willing to use a smart card. Social
grades DE and retired people are most likely to definitely oppose the
idea.
86. Interest is linked to current use of technology and willingness to use
new technology; however there is no variation in terms of contact with
different government services.
87. Those who say they are not willing to use a smart card say either that
they are anti-cards generally or that there is no need to change from
what they are using at present.
Making payments
88. Those who said they may use a smart card were shown two additional
videos, the first on making payments, the second on receiving
payments.
89. In terms of making payments, 51 per cent say they would find this
service very useful, and 39 per cent quite useful. Forty per cent say
they would be very likely to use this type of service. Younger people
(under 35) again express greatest interest. The level of interest is higher
than average among those who have had contact about benefits
(excluding pensions), and there is little difference in terms of use of
current technologies. This indicates once again, that once a specific
scenario is given to respondents, interest increases among groups
who use government services (in particular benefits customers), and
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in relative terms decreases among other respondents, who may be
receptive to technology but may have little contact with government.
Receiving payments
90. In terms of receiving payments, 42 per cent say they would find this
very useful and 42 per cent quite useful. A similar number (37 per cent)
say they would be very likely to use this service. Interest is again
highest among younger people and those who have had contact on
benefits (other than pensions).
91. Where respondents say they are unlikely to use a smart card for
making or receiving payments, this is because they prefer existing
payment systems, such as direct debit/standing orders or
cash/cheques.
92. The perceived benefits of smart cards are speed and convenience;
around a quarter see them as easy to use.
Table D18 Benefits of smart card
Base: All except those ‘not at all likely to use’ smart card (1,471)
%
Faster/save time

63

Convenient

50

Simple/easy to use

28

Easier access

19

Need not carry/use cash

16

Cheaper/save money

12

Safer/more confidential

9

More locations/more convenient locations

8

Would make fewer mistakes

8

Good way of getting or giving information

6

Less fraud

6

Better awareness of payments/what paid

5

Other

2

None

7

Don’t know

4
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93. Respondents’ concerns about smart cards are varied, including
worries about losing the card, fraud and confidentiality, mistakes and
machines breaking down.
Table D19 Concerns about smart cards
Base: All except those ‘not at all likely to use’ smart card (1,471)
%
Might lose card

22

More fraud

21

Less confidential/safe

21

Might break down

19

More mistakes made

15

No personal help/impersonal

11

Might lose money (eg if made mistake)

9

Would not want to give personal information

6

Might be difficult to get to (kiosk etc)

4

Too public

4

Might not have information with you

3

Difficult to use

2

No proof/written confirmation

2

Other

2

None

22

Don’t know

5

94. When asked about four possible aspects of service related to smart
cards, 28 per cent think that being able to use the service out of hours
would be essential, 23 per cent say that getting a discount would be
essential.

D32

Chart D7 Aspects of service
Base: All except those ‘not at all likely to use’ smart card (1,471)

Personal assistance

Use out of office
hours

Use in home

Discount for using

Essential

21%

35%

28%

15%

23%

Very important

26%

43%

33%

18%

18%

26%

36%

Quite important

11%

26%

25%

16%

Not important

95. Post offices and banks/building societies are the preferred locations
for using smart cards.
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Table D20 Preferred locations for using smart
cards
Base: All except those ‘not at all likely to use’ smart card (1,471)
%
Post office

70

Bank or building society

64

Supermarket

52

Shopping centre

45

Library

45

Council offices

31

Relevant department or agency

22

CAB or Advice Centre

18

Cafe

11

Other

1

None

1

Don’t know

*

Overall assessment of electronic government services
96. At the end of the interview, some round-up questions were asked to
assess overall reactions to the services and methods proposed.
Overall, 29 per cent of people say that they would be very likely to use
any of the methods. However, a quarter say they would not be likely to
use any of them.
97. As in earlier questions, interest is higher among younger people and
considerably lower among the older age groups – over half of those
aged 65+ do not think they would use any of the methods. Likelihood
also increases with greater use of existing technologies. With the
exception of pensions, those in contact about benefits are most likely
to say they would use any methods.
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Table D21 Likelihood of using any new methods
Base: All respondents (2,003)
Very
likely
%

Quite
likely
%

Not very/
at all
%

Total
Age
16–24

29

44

26

40

53

8

25–34

38

49

12

35–44

30

50

18

45–54

31

43

24

55–64

22

40

38

65–74

14

32

53

75+

11

24

65

Regular use of technology
None

13

29

57

1–2

25

45

29

3–5

36

48

15

6+

43

46

9

JSA

40

44

15

Income support

33

43

24

Pension

16

37

47

Housing benefit

33

41

25

Child benefit

36

48

15

Other benefit

32

46

21

Tax

31

47

21

Licence

30

43

26

Registration

33

50

17

Passport

37

42

22

Services contacted
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98. Around half (48 per cent) say they would rather use the new methods
rather than existing methods (31 per cent).
99. Two in three respondents agree that ‘overall, new technology will make
it easy to deal with government’, including 27 per cent who agree
strongly. One in seven (14 per cent) disagree. The same subgroup
patterns apply for these questions as on the previous question on
likelihood to use services.
Chart D8 Preference for services
Base: All respondents (2,003)

Neither/don’t
know
21%

New methods
48%

Existing methods
31%

Chart D9 ‘Overall, new technology will make it
easier to deal with government’
Base: All respondents (2,003)
Stongly disagree
6%
Tend to disagree
8%
Neither/don’t
know
18%

Tend to agree
41%
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Strongly agree
27%

Methods preferred
100. When we summarise the use of different methods in the past and
respondents’ preferences after watching the initial video clips about
each of these methods, then examine their final judgement about
which they would prefer to use for interacting with government, the
following picture emerges. While touchtone phones are more prevalent
in use than other methods, their popularity is lower than PCs when it
comes to general preferences. Once expressions of willingness to use
for government interaction are taken into account, then PCs become
the most often stated method of interaction with 24 per cent of the
vote compared with 18 per cent for touchtone phones, 12 per cent for
touchscreens, and 15 per cent for interactive TV. The reason for the
relatively low rating of touchtone phones for government use is that
many more of those who prefer this method in general say that they
are unwilling to use their preferred method for dealing with
government.
Table D22 Use of different methods and
preferences
Base: All respondents (2,003)
Used in
the past
%

Prefer to use
after seeing
video demo
%

Willing to use
for government
interaction
%

Touchtone phone

67

26

18

Touchscreen

40

15

12

Interactive TV

13

19

15

PC

41

30

24

None of these

23

10

31

101. Interest in interactive television is increased by exposure to it in
the interviews. Computer users tend to opt for computers and
consequently the most popular mode of government interaction
reported in the survey is by means of computer. There is a substantial
base of more or less computer literate people who appear well
disposed towards using PCs for government interaction. When these
results are analysed by social grade they reveal how different
experiences and preferences are between grades ABC1 and C2DE.
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Table D23 Use and preferences by social grade
Base: All respondents (2,003)
Use

Prefer
ABC1
C2DE
%
%

ABC1
%

C2DE
%

Touchtone phone

75

59

22

29

Touchscreen

51

29

14

16

Interactive TV

15

10

20

19

PC

54

28

37

23

9

28

7

13

None

102. Far fewer of those in grades C2DE use any of the methods and
ABC1s are twice as likely to use computers. These differences are
then reflected in the general preferences where PCs are easily the
most preferred method for those in grades ABC1. These results
support the view that government needs to offer a range of interface
options and that there are rather different requirements according
to experience of using and social grade.
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E

Survey of benefits recipients
Sally Malam
BMRB Social Research

E1

Introduction
1.

Fieldwork for the quantitative research amongst benefits customers
took place from 12 August to 16 September 1997.

E.1 Background and objectives
2.

Analysis of the main general public survey shows that, on a general
level, propensity to use electronic methods tends to be driven by use
of and exposure to technology: broadly speaking, younger and more
educated people are more likely to be comfortable with the ideas put
forward. However, when specific scenarios are introduced, interest
rises among a key target group – those receiving benefits. This finding
does not apply to pensions, but does apply to other types of benefit.

3.

As a result it was decided to conduct a separate study of people who
are receiving or had received income support (IS) in the last six
months. The rationale for this may be found overleaf.

4.

The main survey was unable to focus on any user groups or types of
transaction in great detail. This additional survey enables us to go into
more detail, understand the needs and views of this group, and obtain
their reactions to some specific scenarios. This group represents a key
part of the population, who can potentially gain by electronic methods,
but will not adopt them unless they are introduced in a way which they
are comfortable with and which is beneficial to them.

Coverage
5. The questionnaire covers:

6.

■

use of and experience of current services;

■

satisfaction with aspects of service and potential improvements;

■

use of and general attitudes to technology;

■

options for electronic services;

■

reactions to four scenarios: information-based kiosk,
screen-based method for exchanging information, call centre,
smart card for receiving payments.

The interview used multimedia Computer Assisted Personal
Interviewing (CAPI), incorporating videos in order to demonstrate
scenarios to respondents.

Sampling
7. The survey was limited to people who are receiving income support
(or have received it in the last six months), and covers a representative
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sample of 407 of this group across Britain. Sampling was based on
preselected addresses supplied by DSS. It was agreed to focus on IS
recipients because:
■

it was thought better to focus on one benefit rather than dilute the
sample and therefore risk spreading the findings too thinly;

■

income support was felt to be most appropriate because a large
proportion of contacts/enquiries relate to it;

■

many IS recipients also receive other benefits.

8.

Sample respondents each received a personal letter about the survey
and were given an opt-out option by DSS.

9.

Since nearly half of current income support recipients are pensioners,
the sample profile is skewed towards older people. Thirty-two per cent
of respondents were pensioners and, after weighting, 48 per cent of
respondents were aged 65 or over, compared with 20 per cent of the
adult population of Great Britain.

10. Most respondents are of lower social grade. Ninety-three per cent are DE
compared with 28 per cent of the respondents in the general public survey.
In this report comparisons will be made with respondents in the general
public survey, both as a whole, and with respondents of DE social grade.
E.2 Results
Use of and attitudes to technology
11. It is clear from the general public research that it is essential to view
stated propensity to use electronic government services in the context
of use of and attitude to everyday technology.
12. Use of different ‘technologies’ is generally lower among benefits
customers than for the general public. A third (31 per cent) do not
currently use any of the ‘technologies’ suggested, compared with 7 per
cent of the general public and 14 per cent of DE respondents in the
general public survey. Use of each of the items of technology is lower
for the benefits customers than it is for the general public.
13. Use of cash dispensing machines is much lower for this group and two
in three are not willing to try one: this reluctance cannot be attributed
merely to a lack of opportunity. Current use of email and the Internet is
very low, but this is likely to arise from a lack of opportunity, because
they are not much less willing to try these technologies than the
general public.
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14. There is some resistance to trying unfamiliar technology: nearly half
(46 per cent) are not willing to use any of the ‘technologies’ they do not
currently use, compared with a quarter of the general public and three
in ten (29%) DE respondents in the general public survey. A higher
proportion say they are not willing to use each of the items of technology
than in the general public survey. This supports the findings of the general
public survey that people in lower social grades are more likely to be
resistant to new technology and this needs to be taken into consideration
when introducing electronic benefits services to the public.
Table E1 Use and future use of technology
Base: All respondents (benefits customers: 407, general public: 2,003)
Benefits
Use Willing Not
willing
%
%
%

General public
Use Willing Not
willing
%
%
%

Teletext/Ceefax

35

12

53

62

11

27

Programme video recorder

32

10

58

65

10

25

Answering machine

30

13

57

51

15

34

Cash dispensing machine

23

12

65

68

7

25

Telephone catalogue orders

22

8

71

NA

NA

NA

Automatic ticket machine

17

10

73

33

15

52

Mobile phone

15

13

72

35

19

46

Programme numbers on phone 14

16

71

37

14

49

Camcorder/video camera

10

19

71

26

28

46

Arcade games

9

2

89

NA

NA

NA

Internet access

3

18

79

18

26

56

Email

2

16

83

17

21

62

15. Use of and willingness to use technology is much lower among
pensioners. Half say they had used none of the items mentioned in the
past year, and seven in ten (69 per cent) are not willing to use any new
items in the future. Lone parents are most likely to have used or be
willing to use each of the items.
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16. Respondents were asked to what extent they agreed with a number
of statements in order to assess their attitudes towards technology.
Table E2 Agreement with statements
Base: All respondents (benefits customers: 407, general public: 2,003, DE: 615)
Benefits General public DE (GP)
Agree Dis Agree Dis Agree Dis
%
%
%
%
%
%
I prefer to pay with cash rather
than credit or debit cards

88

6

NA

NA

NA

NA

I am willing to try new things if
they make my life easier

78

10

91

4

86

8

Teletext or Ceefax is a convenient
way of finding information

63

13

86

5

84

5

I find it hard to keep up with
new technology in general

71

21

NA

NA

NA

NA

I don’t like leaving messages on
answering machines

67

23

52

34

64

27

I would be willing to use a computer 56
if someone showed me how to use it

36

68

13

66

22

Things often go wrong with
new technology

61

12

56

20

60

15

Having a computer at home
would be useful

40

48

NA

NA

NA

NA

I find it difficult to programme a
video recorder

45

38

29

59

34

52

Technology creates unemployment

54

18

53

25

62

18

I like carrying out business
over the phone

34

47

NA

NA

NA

NA

I have a good idea of what the
Internet can be used for

31

57

60

30

46

43

I would rather use a cash machine
than get service from a cashier

25

57

48

34

45

38

Computers are only for the young

30

58

9

85

15

77
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17. The majority of benefits customers tend to say they find technology
difficult and inconvenient. Seven in ten (71 per cent) say they find it
hard to keep up with technology. Most strikingly, 88 per cent prefer
paying with cash to using debit or credit cards.
18. Attitudes to technology are not, however, totally negative. Four in ten
(39 per cent) feel a personal computer at home would be useful and,
given the right incentives, many say they would be willing to try out
new technology. Personal contact is very important, with over half
preferring cashier service to cash machines (57 per cent); there is also
a widespread dislike of leaving messages on answering machines
(67 per cent). Given personal assistance, over half (56 per cent) say
they would be willing to try using a computer, and if it were to make
their life easier, this would act as an incentive for over three quarters
(78 per cent) to try something new.
19. Again, pensioners were considerably more negative towards technology,
whilst lone parents were most positive. Those on sickness/disability
benefit tended to be a little less positive than the lone parents.
20. Attitudes towards technology are generally more negative than for the
general public, although benefits customers are no more likely to agree
that technology causes unemployment, or to say that things often go
wrong with new technology. The attitude of benefits customers is
related more to their own personal fear of using, or not being able to
use, technology. DE respondents in the general public survey are more
negative than the general public as a whole, but generally more
positive than benefits customers.
Use of relevant delivery media
21. Respondents were shown the same video as the general public (see
section D), demonstrating the four possible methods for accessing
government services – touchscreen, touchtone phone, PC with
keyboard and interactive television. These were introduced initially
as methods of obtaining information (not necessarily government
or benefits related) in order to assess attitudes towards them as
interfaces before moving on to specific benefits applications.
22. Over half (55 per cent) have not used any of the four public interfaces
shown to them in the video clips to find information compared with a
quarter (27 per cent) of the general public and a third (35 per cent) of
DEs in the general public survey. Whilst four in ten have used a
touchtone phone, very few have used any of the other three. These
figures are considerably lower than for the general public. Furthermore,
a third (33 per cent) would not be willing to try any of the interfaces they
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had not tried before compared with 12 per cent of the general public
and 15 per cent of DEs in the general public survey.
Table E3 Current/past use of electronic interfaces
Base: All respondents (benefits customers: 407, general public: 2,003)
Benefits
Use Willing Not
willing
%
%
%

General public
Use Willing Not
willing
%
%
%

Touchtone phone

39

21

40

67

19

14

Touchscreen

11

31

58

40

33

27

PC/keyboard

10

25

65

41

27

32

Interactive TV

5

31

64

13

54

33

Attitudes to the principle of electronic government
23. Whilst nearly half (45 per cent) say they are quite or very likely to use at
least one of the electronic services they had seen in the videos for
dealing with benefits (compared with 73 per cent of the general public
and 67 per cent of DEs in the general public survey), nearly a third
(30 per cent) say they are not at all likely to do this. Of those who say
they are not likely to use these services, two-thirds (64 per cent) say
there is nothing that would make them more likely to do so.
24. Under half (47 per cent) feel the service would be useful to them
compared with three quarters (75 per cent) of the general public and
two thirds (68 per cent) of DEs in the general public survey. Benefits
customers are less open to the idea of electronic government than DEs
and the public in general, but nevertheless over half are amenable to
the idea in principle. Again pensioners are least open to the idea and
lone parents most positive. Only 21 per cent of pensioners say they are
likely to use the electronic services seen, compared with 59 per cent of
people on sickness/disability benefit and 75 per cent of lone parents.
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Table E4 Likelihood of using and usefulness of
electronic government
Base: All respondents (benefits customers: 407, general public: 2,003, DEs: 615)
Likely to use
Useful service
Benefits General DE gen Benefits General DE gen
public public
public public
%

%

%

%

%

%

Very

14

29

30

16

30

32

Quite

31

44

37

31

44

36

Not very

22

14

12

18

15

14

Not at all

30

11

20

33

10

18

Use of current benefits services
25. All respondents were asked about their use of benefits services over the
last six months. Six in ten (61 per cent) of the benefits customers
interviewed said they had not had any contact with the DSS/Benefits
Agency (BA) in the last six months about information/eligibility, making
a claim, notifying a change or making a query about payment. In all,
22 per cent of pensioners, 54 per cent of people on sickness/disability
benefit and 52 per cent of lone parents had had some contact in the
last six months. Lone parents, and to a lesser extent those on
sickness/disability benefits, are therefore not only more receptive to
the idea of electronic government, but are also more likely to need to
have contact with DSS/BA about some aspect of their benefit, making
them the most likely benefits customers to use electronic services,
should they be available.
26. Those that had had some contact with the DSS/BA were asked about
their experience. Seeking information usually involves speaking to
someone over the phone (63 per cent) or face-to-face (44 per cent).
The source of information for three quarters (77 per cent) is the DSS or
Benefits Agency and seeking information is seen as an easy process
by seven in ten (71 per cent). Notifying a change in circumstances is
also perceived as easy by the majority (71 per cent), and is usually
carried out by filling in a form (59 per cent) or contacting the DSS in
person (39 per cent) or by phone (31 per cent).
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27. Claiming a benefit usually involves filling in a form (79 per cent) and
talking to someone face-to-face (42 per cent) or by phone (32 per
cent). This was a more problematic stage and over half (55 per cent)
say they found it difficult to fill in the forms, nearly half (45 per cent)
saying they had help to fill them in. Over half (51 per cent) say they had
found the process difficult last time they made a claim.
28. Queries about payment are usually carried out by phone (69 per cent),
or face-to-face (32 per cent) and whilst most queries had been
resolved completely (59 per cent) or partially (23 per cent), one in five
(18 per cent) had not been.
29. Respondents were asked whether they had had any problems with their
contact with the DSS/BA. Three-quarters (76 per cent) say they had no
problems, whilst 5 per cent complain of problems with form filling, and
3 per cent say they needed information. Three per cent say their claim
took a long time to be processed.
30. Face-to-face or telephone contact was perceived as being easier than
written communication and form filling (there are issues of literacy here
that are not explored in the research). Eighty-five per cent found it easy
to communicate face-to-face and 70 per cent found it easy by
telephone. In contrast half (50 per cent) found communicating in
writing difficult and half (50 per cent) found filling in forms difficult.
This would explain, at least in part, why making the claim is found
more difficult than other stages of dealing with benefits.
Electronic government – perceived benefits and concerns
31. A quarter (27 per cent) of the benefits claimants can see no
advantages in using electronic methods to deal with benefits, and
whilst a third (31 per cent) feel it would save time, and a quarter
(23 per cent) feel it would be more convenient, few could see any other
advantage. This is considerably more negative than the findings of the
general public survey for both the general public as a whole and DE
respondents (although only those members of the general public who
were at all likely to use the services were asked this question).
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Table E5 Perceived advantages of electronic services
Benefits customers base: All (407)
General public base: All at all likely to use electronic methods (1,677)
DEs likely to use electronic methods (478)
Benefits
customers
%

General
public
%

DEs in
general pub
%

Faster/save time

31

76

72

Convenient

23

46

45

Easier access

13

25

28

Simple/easy to use

12

29

24

More locations

8

6

5

Good for information

7

15

12

Safer/more confidential

7

7

5

Cheaper/save money

7

16

12

27

4

5

NO ADVANTAGES

32. The main concerns are that it would be impersonal or that there would
be no personal help, that it would be less confidential, difficult to use,
and might break down. These findings offer further evidence of
resistance to new technology, and the need for personal assistance
seen elsewhere. Whereas the biggest concerns of the general public
are related to issues of security and confidentiality, for benefits
customers fears of not being able to use the services or a lack of
personal help take precedence. Pensioners were most likely to fear
they would find it difficult to use (23 per cent) and lone parents most
likely to worry about confidentiality (20 per cent). It is probable that
the two most frequently given responses (no personal help and being
difficult to use) are related ways of expressing the same fear.
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Table E6 Concerns about electronic services
Benefits customers base: All (407)
General public base: All at all likely to use electronic methods (1,677)
DEs likely to use electronic methods (478)
Benefits
customers
%

General
public
%

DE – gen
public
%

No personal help/
impersonal

17

20

16

Difficult to use

17

4

4

Less confidential/safe

12

31

19

Might break down

12

16

15

More mistakes made

9

13

9

Too public

6

6

4

Might be difficult to get to 5

4

4

4

14

9

20

26

35

More fraud
NO CONCERNS

Appropriate transactions and stages for electronic government
33. As in the general public survey, respondents were shown videos of
people using technology for government services. The scenarios shown
were: using screen technology to get interactive information, using
screen technology to lodge information with the DSS/BA, and using
a touchtone phone/call centre to lodge information or make a claim.
34. Around half say they would be willing, in principle, to use the interfaces
they had seen in the videos for getting information, giving information
and making a claim. However, if given a choice, only a fifth (or fewer)
say they would prefer to use the new electronic methods. Face-to-face
communication is preferred by around half of all respondents. This
means that whilst many benefits customers are fairly open to the idea
of electronic government, it is rarely their preferred method of dealing
with any aspect of benefits.
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Table E7 Likelihood of using and preference for
electronic government for different transactions
Unweighted base: All respondents (benefits customers: 407;
lone parents: 149; sick disabled: 127; pensioners: 131)
Get info Give info
Likelihood of using

Fill in form
Receive
screen phone payment
%
%
%

%

%

Very likely

23

24

27

22

14

Quite likely

22

39

30

31

16

Not very likely

19

24

25

15

19

Not at all likely

33

10

13

29

47

Proportion likely to use electronic methods
All

45

63

57

53

30

Lone parents

72

77

73

73

56

Sick/disabled

53

65

64

63

35

Pensioners

26

48

34

37

12

All

15

24

8

19

13

Lone parents

30

39

20

34

29

Sick/disabled

15

22

9

21

15

5

11

2

9

4

Prefer electronic method

Pensioners

35. Reasons given for preferring electronic methods tend to be related to
convenience, such as making the process quicker or easier and not
having to queue. Those who prefer personal contact say this is easier
and more convenient for them, largely because they can ask questions
and get more information. This suggests that if personal assistance
were to be available, it would help to assuage worries about being able
to use electronic methods.
36. At each stage, lone parents are most likely to say they would use
electronic methods for the transaction and pensioners are considerably
less likely than other customers to say they would use them.
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37. Providing general information about benefits or eligibility would seem
to be the obvious candidate for the introduction of electronic benefit
delivery. This is an area most customers say they find easy, and most
already say they would go to the DSS/BA if they needed such
information. There is a fifty/fifty split between those who currently feel
well informed about benefits and those who do not. The main areas
where respondents say they need more information are entitlement
to benefits (44 per cent), and finding out whom to contact for different
information (33 per cent). Pensioners are least likely to say they need
information on any particular topic.
Table E8 Areas say need more information about
Base: All respondents (benefits customers: 407)
%
Entitlement to benefits

44

Who to contact for different information

33

How to make a claim

11

The appeals process

10

Methods of payment available

8

When and how to report change in circumstances

8

Location of benefits offices

5

38. Finding out general information about benefits (34 per cent) and
eligibility (36 per cent) are also the areas where benefits customers feel
they needed most help. If these areas were made available
electronically, it would be important to make the process as simple as
possible.
39. In contrast, making a claim would appear to present more problems.
Of those who had made a claim in the last six months, over half (55 per
cent) said they did not find the forms easy to fill in, and half (51 per
cent) did not find it easy in general when they last made a claim.
Benefits claimants are more likely to go to friends or relatives for help
(33 per cent) than they are to go to the DSS/BA (29 per cent), or phone
the DSS/BA (17 per cent). This suggests that the process of claiming a
benefit is perceived as being fairly difficult, and if this were to be made
available electronically, either the process would have to be
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considerably simplified, or personal assistance would be needed, at
least initially.
40. Attitudes towards using electronic methods of delivery to deal with
lodging information or filling in forms are actually more positive than
those towards electronic delivery of information (see table E7). This
suggests that once benefits customers had been introduced to
electronic delivery of easy transactions, such as getting information,
it should be less difficult to overcome resistance to more complex
transactions. However, initial resistance to the simplest stage should
not be underestimated: the first hurdle is likely to be the highest.
Interface preferences
41. Two-thirds say they had used or would be willing to use a touchtone
phone to find information, half say they had or would use a
touchscreen and four in ten say they had used or would use interactive
television or a PC. These figures are all lower than those for the general
public, generally reinforcing the picture of a lack of experience of, and
resistance to technology in this group.
Table E9 Use and future use of electronic interfaces
Base: All respondents (benefits customers: 407; general public: 2,003; DEs: 615)
Have used OR willing to use
Preferred method
Benefits General DE gen Benefits General DE gen
public public
public public
%
%
%
%
%
%
Touchtone phone

60

85

78

16

26

27

Touchscreen

42

73

63

8

15

14

Personal computer

35

67

53

14

30

18

Interactive TV

36

67

59

11

19

16

NONE OF THESE

29

8

14

50

10

24

42. When asked for their preferred method of the four, half would not use,
or would prefer not to use any of them compared with 10 per cent of
the general public and 24 per cent of DEs in the general public survey.
Of the four, the touchtone phone was most popular, although only
the preferred choice of 16 per cent. Resistance to these methods is,
therefore, considerably higher among benefits customers than in the
general public, and no single interface stands out as favourite.

E14

Payment
43. Whilst nine in ten (88 per cent) benefits claimants interviewed say they
currently receive their payments by order book at the post office, two
in three (65 per cent) are aware of some other method of payment.
Four in ten (41 per cent) know about Automatic Credit Transfer (ACT)
and 22 per cent that they could receive payment by girocheque in the
post. However, only 12 per cent say they would consider changing
their method of payment suggesting resistance to change. Reasons for
choosing their current method of payment include its convenience
(19 per cent), having had no problems with it (22 per cent), and its
simplicity (13 per cent).
44. Respondents were shown a video of how smart card technology could
be used to receive benefits payments, and were asked how likely they
were to use a smart card. Benefits customers are less open to the idea
of receiving payment by smart card technology than the general
public. Two thirds (66 per cent) say they are not likely to do this,
compared with under half (43 per cent) of the general public. Only
30 per cent say they are likely to use a smart card to receive payments
although this rises to 56 per cent among lone parents.
45. Seven in ten (71 per cent) say they would prefer to receive payments
by order book at the post office. Less than one in five (13 per cent) say
they would prefer to receive their payment by smart card technology,
although this rises to 29 per cent of lone parents. This is not surprising,
taking into account resistance to the use of cash dispensing machines
and credit or debit cards, demonstrated by these benefits customers.
Reasons for preferring an existing method of payment include having
had no problems with it so far (22 per cent), convenience (15 per cent),
simplicity (11 per cent) and preferring to be paid in cash (9 per cent).
The minority who say they would prefer to use a smart card do so
because of convenience (24 per cent), lack of queues (22 per cent),
timesaving (18 per cent) and security (18 per cent).
Location and opening hours
46. As well as issues of the media to be used for electronic delivery of
services, considerations of location and opening hours were also
covered in the survey. The locations most frequently used for any
purpose were the post office (87 per cent), the supermarket (71 per
cent) and the shopping centre (49 per cent). However, of these three,
only the first is considered a suitable place for dealing with benefits by
benefits claimants. For making enquiries about benefits, the post office
is the preferred location, followed by the DSS/BA office. For dealing
with their personal case, the DSS/BA is favourite, followed by the post
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office, with a significant minority (10 per cent) choosing the Citizens
Advice Bureau.
Table E10 Locations for electronic government
Base:Benefits customers – All respondents: 407
General Public – All willing to use electronic government: 1,677
Use

%

Benefits customers
Gen Pub
Enquiries Personal Receive Prefer
case/ payment for elec
claim
gov’t
%
%
%
%

Post office

87

38

29

70

57

Supermarket

71

6

4

5

35

Shopping centre

49

4

1

2

31

Bank/building soc

35

2

2

9

52

Council offices

34

4

3

*

38

DSS/BA

31

23

36

5

26

Library

27

8

5

1

57

Café

27

*

*

0

7

CAB

18

7

10

1

27

47. There was a greater consensus over receiving payments. Seven in ten
(70 per cent) say they would prefer to receive payments at the post
office, and one in ten (9 per cent) chose a bank. This suggests that
benefits customers are more rigid in their perceptions of suitable
places to deal with government than the public in general. This is
probably related to the personal nature of claiming benefits, compared
with more general transactions such as renewing licences. It may also
be related to the need expressed by many for personal assistance
which may be deemed unlikely in a supermarket or shopping centre.
48. Reasons for preferring the DSS/BA for any stage of their benefits
largely relate to the availability of DSS/BA staff. These include talking
to people face-to-face (17 per cent), dealing with queries (16 per cent),
better staff (13 per cent), and the ability of staff to sort out personal
cases (11 per cent). Other reasons include convenience (14 per cent)
and privacy (11 per cent).
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49. Those who did not choose the DSS/BA for any stage of dealing with
benefits were also asked why. The major reasons were that the
DSS/BA was not local or easy to get to (31 per cent) and that their
preferred location was more convenient (23 per cent).
50. The ability to use electronic services out of hours seems less of an
issue for benefit customers than it was for the general public. Whilst
88 per cent of the general public say it would be essential or important
to be able to use such services out of hours, this falls to 53 per cent of
benefit customers, many of whom are not in employment.
Table E11 Preferred hours for dealing with DSS/BA
Base: All respondents (benefits customers: 407)
%
Early morning

37

Late morning

29

Lunchtime

6

Early afternoon

12

Late afternoon

6

Evenings

5

Weekends

4

51. When asked when they would prefer to deal with the DSS/BA, four in
ten (37 per cent) say they would like benefits services to be available
early in the morning, and a quarter (29 per cent) later in the morning.
General implementation – conclusions
Role of staff
52. Given the importance of personal contact and general preference of
face-to-face contact, staff would need to play an important role in the
implementation of electronic government. Nine in ten (88 per cent) say
that the availability of personal assistance would be important to them
if they were to use the methods they had seen (29 per cent say
assistance would be essential).
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53. Personal assistance would not necessarily have to be face-to-face.
One option is a video link to a member of DSS staff offering assistance
when needed. One in three (36 per cent) say a video link would make
them more likely to use electronic methods for dealing with benefits,
rising to half of lone parents (49 per cent) and those on sickness and
disability benefits (47 per cent).
Presentation of electronic interfaces
54. The presentation of electronic government to benefits customers
would also be important. Their general mistrust and lack of experience
of new technology mean that the technology would need to appear
simple, transparent and reliable. For example, when shown a video of
how they could use a screen-based technology to fill in a form, nearly
six in ten (57 per cent) say they would be likely to use it. However,
when asked if they would use the Internet for this purpose (a very
similar process), this falls to under half (45 per cent). Thus, even if
a kiosk were to be linked to the Internet to provide electronic
government, it would be advisable to present the equipment as an
interface dedicated to benefits services, rather than as an interface
for the Internet.
Customers
55. Lone parents and, to a lesser extent, those on sickness and disability
benefits are the benefits customers most likely to need regular contact
with the DSS/BA and also least likely to be resistant to the idea of
electronic delivery of benefits services. Targeting electronic delivery at
these groups, which make up nearly half of income support recipients,
may result in more uptake.
Overcoming resistance – simplicity and personal assistance
56. With adequate personal assistance and initially using electronic
government for simple transactions, much of the resistance may be
overcome. Information kiosks in post offices and DSS offices,
supported by a member of staff to explain the procedure, or the
provision of touchtone phone services offering personal assistance
from a call centre, may persuade many benefits customers to adopt
electronic government, providing it is a faster, more convenient
alternative to current methods. The initial step of gaining acceptance
for electronic delivery of simple tasks is likely to be the biggest hurdle,
although once electronic delivery is accepted for seeking information,
there should be less resistance to using these methods for more
involved transactions.
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57. There are, however, issues of literacy which do not surface in research
such as this, and benefits customers are clearly more resistant and
less convinced of the benefits. Benefits customers are considerably
more resistant to new technology than the public in general or DE
respondents in the general public survey. In the broader picture of
government activity, they are not an ‘easy-win’ group which suggests
that great care must be taken in selecting, designing and implementing
electronic government initiatives if they are to be successful.
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F.1 Introduction
1.

This part of the report summarises the findings from the study
examining the propensity for take-up of electronic delivery of
government services within business.

2.

In looking at the views of those interacting with government, small
businesses are an important sector. This part of the study was aimed
at identifying the views of small businesses towards technology, their
views towards and current dealings with government, and the way that
these could affect future use of technology in the way they interact
with government.

The sample
3. For the main stage of the small business fieldwork BMRB International
interviewed 992 managing directors, proprietors or other senior
managers of small businesses in the UK (excluding Northern Ireland).
Interviews were conducted by telephone and lasted approximately
20 minutes.
4.

The specifications for the sample were as follows:
■

The sample was drawn from the Yellow Pages Business
Database.

■

Small businesses were defined as those with fewer than
50 employees and a turnover of less than £5 million per annum.

■

The sample was stratified by industry groups – based on SIC
code;1 and company size – defined by number of employees.

■

Interviews were conducted with single establishment firms or
head offices. Branches of companies were excluded from the
study.

F.2 Definition of UK business market and sample
sources
5.

1

Our definition of the small business market and subsequent choice of
sample source was based on consultation with, among other bodies,
the CBI, DTI, Federation of Small Businesses (FSB), the Office for
National Statistics and the vendors of the major business databases.
There is no agreed definition of the ‘business’, little consensus,
therefore, on the number of businesses active in the UK, and varying

Standard Industry Classification.
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opinions on the most appropriate sample source for business
research.
6.

We outline below the rationale behind our choice of definition and
sample source to conduct the research among small businesses.

Definition of a ‘business’
7. Our brief entailed looking at small businesses. Two frequently used
governmental definitions of SMEs were considered. Firstly, we
considered the DTI approach which estimates there are 3.7 million
enterprises2 in total in the UK. This definition and thus figure is derived
from the 1.8 million businesses listed on the Inter-Departmental
Business Register (IDBR) and includes an estimate of non-registered
businesses, based on employment survey data, at 1.9 million.
Considering the consumer component of this study, there was therefore
a potential for overlap as non-registered businesses may comprise
those self-employed working from a home telephone number.
8.

Secondly, we considered the profile constructed by the Department
for Education and Employment. This is derived from the Annual
Employment Survey (AES) and estimates there are around 1.7 million
establishments.3 This measure does not include ‘zero class
businesses’ – those which have no employees beyond the
owner/proprietor. Using this definition would obviously exclude the
self-employed or those in business for themselves even if they use a
business line and are VAT and PAYE registered.

9.

To avoid the potential overlap between the DTI definition of businesses
and the consumer component of the research, and to overcome the
omissions noted in the Department for Education and Employment
estimates, we defined the small business market as establishments of
50 or fewer employees with a turnover of less than £5 million that also
have a business telephone line. This definition determined to a great
extent the sample source selected for the small business component
of the research.

Sampling databases
10. The main sources of business data for business-to-business research
in the UK are the Inter-Departmental Business Register, the Yellow
Pages Business Database and the Dunn and Bradstreet/Thomsons
Database.

2
3

An enterprise is based in one or more premises under the same senior management.
An establishment is a single site, whether a business in its own right or the branch or
sub-office of an enterprise.
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11. The IDBR, as mentioned earlier, would not be an appropriate choice
for this study due to the potential overlap with the consumer sample.
It is also a list of registered businesses rather than active businesses.
The Yellow Pages database is generally considered to be the most
complete and useful source of sample for business-to-business
research amongst small businesses. It is based primarily on a register
of BT business telephone lines and the profile derived from this, in
terms of size and SIC classification, matches the AES quite closely.
The Dunn and Bradstreet/Thomsons database is very similar and as
comprehensive as the Yellow Pages database although proportionally
it has less complete employee size data, the size bands are somewhat
different and it uses US SIC codes. Taking these considerations into
account the Yellow Pages database was chosen.
12. We therefore selected the Yellow Pages Business Database as the
most complete list of businesses meeting our defined population,
although this database lists establishments rather than enterprises,
and we therefore needed to screen out branches of larger organisations.
13. Thus our universe for practical purposes was defined as the number
of businesses using business lines (tending to be employers, though
not exclusively). It was estimated that 15 per cent of these would work
from home and 11 per cent would have no employees, which is close
to matching the estimates of the Department for Education and
Employment’s Annual Employment Survey. Our selected sample
source excludes a number of businesses, notably those businesses
that have a non-BT phone number, use a mobile phone exclusively, or
have opted to be excluded from this database, for obvious reasons.
We also, as indicated above, deliberately screened out those
businesses with over 50 employees, or a stated turnover of more than
£5 million.
14. Thus looking at the available data and taking into account the
definition chosen, the Yellow Pages Business Database yielded
approximately 1.2 million establishments. From our conversations
with the CBI and the FSB we subsequently estimated a universe of
approximately 700 – 800,000 small to medium enterprises.
15. Fieldwork was carried out over six weeks from 19 February to
31 March 1998. Interviews were carried out by fully trained members
of BMRB’s own fieldforce working under supervision. Also follow-up
interviews were conducted and are detailed in a separate section.
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16. Sample details follow:
Table F1 Sample details
Main activity of business
Finance
Retail
Manufacturing
Services
Wholesale/distribution
Transport/utilities
Leisure/media
Construction

Actual nos
98
118
132
102
105
154
141
142

Number of employees
One/self only
Two
Three
Four
Five
6 to 10
11 to 19
20 to 49
Under 50 (unspecified)

%
12
17
15
12
9
19
9
7
1

Annual turnover of business (£)
Up to 50,000
50,000 to 99,999
100,000 to 499,999
500,000 – 999,999
1–5 million
Other

%
21
13
30
7
9
1

Company type – legal
Limited company
Partnership
Self-employed/sole trader

%
24
30
46

Company type – premises
Head office of multi-site business
Single site business

%
9
89
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Main activity of business
Turnover from outside UK
None
1 to 9%
10 to 19%
20 to 29%
30 to 39%
40 to 49%
50% or more
Don’t know

Actual nos
%
87
6
1
1
1
0
2
2

F.3 Current usage and attitudes – technology
Use of communications technology
17. Respondents were asked if they use or plan to use a number of types
of communications technology.
18. The table below shows the take-up and future intentions of various
types of communications technology by small businesses. In the initial
qualitative stage of the research it had emerged that the purchase or
use of a manual fax machine marked the first step into the world of
‘advanced communications’ technology for a small business. This was
borne out by the results of the quantitative research.
Table F2 Use of office equipment
Office equipment

Manual fax

Plan to use
Base: Do not
currently use
%
17

Fax with PC modem

14

23

Mobile phone

52

20

Email

15

22

PABX telephone

42

5

5

11

15

23

4

6

Voicemail
Internet/WWW
Conference calling
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Currently used
Base: All
respondents (992)
%
63

19. Overall, 63 per cent of respondents use a manual fax machine,
although this figure is only 47 per cent among businesses who do not
also use computers. More than half of those businesses using email
also use a PC fax modem. Those using email and/or computers are
also more likely to use a mobile phone – around 70 per cent vs.
52 per cent overall. The use of mobile phones is also more prevalent
in higher turnover businesses – 80 per cent take-up in companies with
£500,000+ turnover pa.
20. One third of businesses using computers currently use email and
a further third plan to use email in the next two years. Eighty per cent
of email users also use the World Wide Web. Of those businesses
using computers over half of those not yet using the Web plan to do
so in the next two years.
21. Those businesses using an external accountant generally make less
use of technology than those doing their own accounts.
22. Use of an advanced telephone system is directly linked to the size
of the company. Not surprisingly, therefore, use of voicemail and
conference calling facilities also correlate with company size.
Use of technology for financial applications
23. Respondents were asked about their usage of a number of
banking services.
24. One tenth of businesses use on-line banking, with those in the financial
sector using it, proportionally, much more at 16 per cent. One third of
businesses claimed to use BACS – Banks Automated Clearing System.
One tenth also use CHAPS – Clearance House Automated Payments
System. In all cases it was found that the financial sector are the most
likely users of this type of technology.
25. The following table outlines the use of methods of payment and
financial technology by the respondents.
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Table F3 Methods of payment used
Base: All respondents (992)
Methods used to pay suppliers

%

Cheque

97

Cash

71

Direct debit/credit

66

BACS

36

EFTPOS4

19

Credit transfer

15

On-line banking

10

CHAPS

9

Use of automation/technology in business processes
26. Respondents were asked which business process areas were present in
their business and, for those used, whether or not they were automated
in some way. By business processes we mean areas such as production,
marketing or distribution. These are outlined in the following table.
Table F4 Business processes and level of automation
Services carried out
Base: All
respondents (992)
%
83

Services automated
Base: All who
carry out
%
17

Sales/marketing

56

35

Inventory/stock control

42

25

Distribution

29

23

Providing professional services 22

46

Production/manufacturing

22

24

Design

21

53

Personnel management

13

29

Importing/exporting

11

25

Purchasing/ordering

4

Electronic Funds Transfer at Point of Sale
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27. From the data it was apparent that larger companies are more likely
than smaller companies to automate their business processes. The
areas of purchasing, sales/marketing and inventory control are most
often part of the operations of a business; however the areas of design
(53 per cent) and business services (46 per cent) are most likely to be
automated where they form part of the process of the business. Levels
of automation for different process areas vary greatly between sectors.
The finance sector are the most likely in all areas to automate
processes but, in other sectors, there is seen to be some correlation
between the importance of the process and the likelihood to automate.
Use of computer technology
28. Forty three per cent of small businesses use almost no computer
technology at all. Non-usage is heavily biased towards companies of
fewer than six people. This is contrasted with only one quarter of
businesses of 6–10 people using no computer technology and this
figure falls to only 12 per cent in companies of 20–49 employees.
Table F5 Use of computer technology
Base: All respondents (992)
Types of technology used
Stand-alone PCs

35

Electronic cash registers

21

Networks of PCs

13

CAD5 systems

9

EDI6

6

Mainframe computers

5

Barcoding/scanning

5

Automated production lines

1

None of the above

5
6

%

43

Computer Aided Design.
Electronic Data Interchange.
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Profile of computer users
29. Respondents from those businesses using computers were asked a
number of questions aimed at providing some insight into how and
why technology is introduced to a business.
30. In terms of the period of usage, at least half of the companies using
computers have been using them for more than five years. However,
around one quarter of very small businesses7 who use computers have
been using them for less than two years, compared with only one in
ten for larger companies.
31. Fifty-five per cent of businesses using computers plan to upgrade over
the next two years. However, the larger the business, the more likely
they are to upgrade. Also bear in mind that larger businesses are likely
to have older systems in place, since they have been using them for
longer.
32. For very small businesses the Managing Director is the person most
likely to introduce computers if they are to be used at all. In larger
companies the instigator is likely to be either the Managing Director,
a partner, or fellow director. In one tenth of businesses of more than
10 employees the accountant has introduced the use of computers.
33. Two-thirds of businesses use only off-the-shelf software. It was found
that the financial and wholesale/distribution sectors are most likely to
use customised software – around 40 per cent. Not surprisingly, larger
businesses are more likely to use customised software.
34. Over 90 per cent of respondents in the businesses personally use the
computers. Over 80 per cent of companies do not employ a dedicated
IT person on their staff. Of these, 63 per cent say that they support
their computers themselves, 14 per cent leave it to another staff
member, 8 per cent use their hardware or software provider and
7 per cent use an IT specialist or consultant. Only 2 per cent ask their
accountant to perform this task. Larger companies are more likely to
use external IT support, at around 20 per cent vs. only 2 per cent for
very small businesses.
35. All respondents were asked about their levels of computer literacy.
Only 4 per cent of respondents rated themselves as ‘very computer
literate’ compared with 33 per cent who said they were ‘not at all
computer literate’.

7

1–5 employees.
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Table F6 Attitudes towards information
technology
36. Respondents were asked their opinions about the following statements
relating to the use of technology in business:
Base: All respondents (992)
Agree

Disagree

%

%

When recruiting we always look for computer literacy

24

60

I find email useful

23

46

New technology creates more work than it saves

37

49

IT is a key success factor

35

57

IT has increased efficiency or productivity

47

43

Within three years the Internet will be the main
channel of communications

52

32

I have a good idea what the Internet can be used for

62

25

Things often go wrong with new technology

62

24

I find it hard to keep up with new technology

65

28

Learning how to use technology is part of everyday
life now

91

7

37. Fifty-seven per cent of those using computers agree that computer
technology is a key success factor for their business. Also, 77 per cent
of computer users say that using computer technology has increased the
efficiency or productivity of their business. The figure rises to 85 per
cent amongst email users. Larger companies and those in the financial
sector are most likely to find email a useful means of communication.
38. Sixty-five per cent of respondents find computer technology hard to
keep up with, regardless of IT usage, sector or region. A similar figure
is found for the view that things often go wrong with new technology –
62 per cent.
39. Even those companies not using computers or email feel they have
a good idea of what the Internet can be used for – around six in ten
respondents. There is also a strong perception that the Internet will
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become the main form of communication between companies (also six
in ten respondents), even amongst those companies not using
computers or email.
40. Those less familiar with computer technology and those in smaller
businesses are more likely to feel that technology creates more work
than it saves. However, over 90 per cent of respondents feel that learning
to use new technology is part of everyday life. In spite of, or perhaps
because of this, surprisingly few employers look for computer literacy
as a basic skill. As would be expected, companies most likely to require
computer literacy are those using email and those in the financial sector.
F.3.1 Current usage and attitudes – government
41. The following section deals with the use of, and attitudes towards,
various government departments which interact with business.
Contact with government departments
42. Just over 60 per cent of respondents to the survey said that they
are their company’s key contact with government departments. In
16 per cent of cases this role falls to another member of staff.
A further 16 per cent identified their accountant as the key contact.
Each respondent was asked which government departments they use,
either directly or through an external consultant, and which they use
most. The following table shows the level of usage of the selected
government departments or offices.
Table F7 Contact with government departments
Base: All respondents (992)
Government department

Through
accountant
or consultant
%

Deal
with
direct
%

Deal
with
most
%

Inland Revenue

92

60

32

Customs and Excise

66

55

18

Contributions Agency

62

56

6

Benefits Agency

19

23

1

Health & Safety Exec

46

46

4

Local authority

54

65

21

Business links etc.

23

27

5
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Dealing with government departments
43. Respondents were asked to rate the department they use most on
a number of issues in order to assess the current perception of the
performance of these departments. Respondents also gave an overall
rating of the quality of service they receive from the government
department they use most often.
44. Overall, local authorities received the highest number of poor
responses (13 per cent), though overall they were still rated good, very
good or excellent by 58 per cent of respondents. TECs (86 per cent)
and the Health and Safety Executive (92 per cent) received above
average approval ratings with an overwhelming number, in both cases,
rating them as good, very good or excellent.
45. Generally, respondents find their most frequently used department very
or quite easy to deal with. Also, those companies that interact with
government departments frequently were slightly more positive about
these departments than those that do not use them so often.
46. Spontaneous comments made were recorded. Positive comments
included:
■

Never have problems (10 per cent).

■

Prompt/quick/understand my needs (4 per cent).

■

Helpful/willing to help (3 per cent).

■

Nice/friendly/pleasant/courteous (1 per cent).

47. There were very few negative spontaneous comments.
48. Overall 79 per cent of respondents thought it to be easy or quite easy
to deal with government departments, with TECs, the Contributions
Agency and the Inland Revenue all rating over 80 per cent approvals.
Therefore the findings would support the conclusion that government
departments are perceived as being easy to deal with.
49. When respondents were asked to compare the service delivered by
these departments with that received from commercial organisations,
they performed a little less favourably overall than did the commercial
organisations – overall 26 per cent thought commercial organisations
a little or a lot better than government, with only 17 per cent rating
government better then commercial organisations in this way. The
worst performer was local authorities, with 11 per cent saying they
were a little or a lot better than commercial organisations, whereas
35 per cent said they were a little or a lot worse. The best performers
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were TECs with 36 per cent saying they were a little or a lot better
and only 12 per cent saying they were a little or a lot worse.
Frequency of interaction with government
50. The most frequent forms of interaction with government involve
submitting information (80 per cent at least quarterly) or making
payments (70 per cent at least quarterly).
51. The exchange of information between government and business is
required less often – with 53 per cent receiving information or updates
quarterly or more often and 21 per cent requesting information from
government departments quarterly or more often.
52. The clearest findings from this section were that larger companies are
more likely to request and receive information from government. Also,
that those companies where accounts are undertaken by an external
party are seen to interact less with government on all types of transaction.
53. Respondents were shown a number of statements relating to their
interaction with government:
Table F8 Attitudes towards interaction with
government
Base: All respondents (992)
Agree

Disagree

%

%

The demands of government offices on my
business take up far too much time

48

42

It is important for government to become much
more efficient in dealing with businesses

86

8

I would make more use of government services
if it was easier to do so

65

24

The government has a lot of useful information
that would benefit my business

47

34

54. Opinions were mixed regarding the amount of business’s time taken up
by government demands, and the help which government can offer to
business. The following conclusions were surprisingly consistent
across all measures apart from region.8 There were some other small
deviations which are noted below.
8

Although base sizes were small, there are some deviations to note.
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55. On the question as to whether government should become much
more efficient in dealing with businesses, 86 per cent of respondents
agreed. Regionally, in both the North West and Scotland, 97 per cent
agreed with this statement.
56. As to whether ‘the government has a lot of useful information that
would benefit my business’, 49 per cent agreed in general with service
industry respondents being slightly more positive (61 per cent) and
those in transport and utilities less so (39 per cent). Larger companies
are more likely to agree with this statement: 11–19 employees, 59 per
cent, and 20–49 employees, 63 per cent. Also respondents who have
frequent contact with the government are more likely to respond
positively at 63 per cent, as are those handling their own accounts –
60 per cent.
57. Sixty-five per cent of respondents answered that they would make
more use of government services if it was easier to do so. There is a
noticeable regional difference here, with 77 per cent in Scotland and
85 per cent in the North agreeing with this – only 55 per cent in the
South East. Obvious assumptions about distance from the capital and
thus accessibility could be made. Service industries are also a little
more likely to agree here at 75 per cent.
58. On the question as to whether the demands of government take up
far too much time, 50 per cent agreed. There were large regional
differences here, with the North (71 per cent) and the East Midlands
(65 per cent) being more likely to agree, and East Anglia (27 per cent),
the South East (38 per cent) and the North West (34 per cent) all being
less likely to agree.
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F.4 Future use of technology in dealing with
government
59. Respondents were read a number of statements regarding the use of
new technology by government for interaction with businesses:
Table F9 Attitudes towards adopting new
technology in dealing with government
Base: All respondents (992)
Agree

Disagree

%

%

I would be interested in dealing with government
using new technology

58

31

I would only consider dealing with government
through technology if it saved my business money

75

17

I would only consider dealing with government
through technology if it saved my business time

81

12

Interactions with government don’t happen
frequently enough to justify using technology

68

21

Using technology to deal with government would
worry me from a security point of view

47

45

Government should offer businesses more
information on the Internet

55

19

Businesses should be able to deal with
government over the Internet

59

14

New technology will make it easier for me
to deal with government departments

61

26

I prefer existing ways of dealing with government
departments to those based on new technology

52

31

60. Overall, 40 per cent of respondents agreed strongly that they would be
interested in dealing with government using new technology. A further
40 per cent agreed slightly. Using technology is only seen as an
advantage if it saves time (82 per cent) and/or money (75 per cent),
time being the more important or relevant of the two.
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61. Importantly, for many respondents, interaction with government is not
perceived to be frequent enough to justify using new technologies,
with 68 per cent in agreement with the statement. Even those
respondents defined as frequent interactors shared this view with
55 per cent in agreement.
62. Perceived lack of security is a slight barrier to use of new technology
with 47 per cent being concerned as compared to 44 per cent seeming
not to be concerned. Those with email are less likely to worry about
this aspect – 53 per cent were not concerned.
63. Over half (55 per cent) of respondents would like to see more
government information on the Internet – email users are more likely to
agree with this statement (76 per cent), as may be expected. Sixty per
cent of respondents also believe that businesses should be able to
deal with government via the Internet. Even those without computers
shared the above views – 48 per cent and 60 per cent respectively.
Likely adoption for types of technology
64. Various types of technology were described to respondents and they
were then asked how likely they would be to use these technologies
in interaction with government. The technologies were: government
help-line, email, Internet/WWW, smart cards, touchscreens, interactive
voice recognition.
65. Email (35 per cent) and the Internet (33 per cent) are the most likely
choices for using technology for interaction with government although,
in both cases, one third of respondents say they are not at all likely to
use them in dealing with government.
66. When we look at email users, however, half say that they would be
very likely and a further third that they would be quite likely to use
email to interact with government.
67. Very small companies9 are the least likely to choose to use email in
interacting with government – 25 per cent. There is also a correlation
between company size and likelihood to adopt email: 20–49
employees 64 per cent.
Electronic interaction with government
68. Respondents were asked their overall opinion on the introduction of
some or all of the above methods for future interaction with government.

9

1–5 employees.
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69. Overall 17 per cent of respondents think the introduction of this type of
technology is a very good idea, 45 per cent think it is quite a good
idea, whereas only 5 per cent think it is rather a bad idea and only
3 per cent think it is a very bad idea. The remainder are undecided
(28 per cent) or don’t know (2 per cent).
70. Twenty-nine per cent of email users think it is a very good idea, almost
double the proportion of non-email users in this category. Email users
represent 15 per cent of the population.
71. Respondents gave various reasons for their opinions as follows.
72. The positive reasons listed were that it would be ‘simpler/easier’
(16 per cent), that it would be ‘quicker/save time/no waiting’
(15 per cent), that it would ‘make things more accessible’ (12 per cent),
it would lead to ‘greater efficiency’ (8 per cent), or that ‘it’s the
future/modern’ (5 per cent).
73. Negative opinions included: ‘I prefer human contact’ (7 per cent),
‘I don’t understand/like new technology’ (4 per cent), or ‘I don’t like
computers’ (4 per cent).
Likely adoption for types of transaction
74. Respondents were asked how likely they were to use technology to
receive information, to submit forms, to request information and to
make payments. In all instances around 50 per cent thought they
would be either very or quite likely to do so. The table below is a
summary of the results.
Table F10 Likelihood of transactions
Base: All respondents (992)
Transaction
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Very/quite likely
%

Not very/not
at all likely
%

Receive information

52

31

Submit forms

51

37

Request information

54

33

Make payments

48

41

75. Overall, it was found that the likelihood of adoption does not vary
significantly by transaction type. For email users, as may be expected,
the likelihood is generally much higher. In particular, email users are
very/quite likely to use technology to request information (80 per cent),
receive information (73 per cent) or submit forms (72 per cent). Making
payments is the least likely, but still high at 60 per cent.
76. Those who use an external accountant are least likely to perform any
of the specified transactions using these methods.
77. Larger companies (20–49 employees) are more likely to use technology
for all the transactions specified, especially receiving information
(68 per cent very/quite likely), requesting information (65 per cent) and
submitting forms (63 per cent).
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Introduction
1. Many small businesses use an external accountant for most of their
accounting functions. This includes submitting VAT returns, paying
tax and personnel functions such as payroll, contributions and
benefits. For this reason, any government initiative regarding the use
of technology in interaction with business would be heavily influenced
by the attitudes and behaviour of this sector.
2.

The following section shows the key findings of the survey.

Sample details
3. Managers at 211 accounting firms providing services to small
businesses were interviewed by telephone during April 1998.
■

Eighty per cent of firms operated a single office in the UK,
10 per cent were the firm’s head office and 10 per cent a
branch or subsidiary.

■

Sixty per cent of businesses were self-employed accountants
with a further 35 per cent being partnerships of fewer than ten
accountants. The remainder were larger firms.

■

Three-quarters of businesses interviewed have over 50 small
business clients.

Services provided
4. Almost all the firms interviewed provide a full accountancy service,
including submitting VAT and annual company returns, keeping
company books, setting up and running payroll and other personnel
systems and setting up and registering companies. Some of these
services require a high level of interaction with government,
eg submitting VAT returns and running payroll and other personnel
systems, whilst others such as bookkeeping and tax consultancy
do not. In almost all cases, a number of government departments
must be contacted.
Use of technology
5. Accounting firms were asked what kinds of technology they use. In
general, levels of usage of all kinds of technology are considerably
higher than for the small businesses (see small business research
findings. For example, 90 per cent use a manual fax and 33 per cent
use a fax modem. Also, over 80 per cent of accounting firms have
desktop computers, 38 per cent use notebook or laptop computers
and 36 per cent are on a network. In terms of online technology
40 per cent already use email and 35 per cent use the WWW. More
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than half of the businesses not currently using email plan to start using
it in the next year or two.
Complexity of dealing with government departments in providing
services
6. Generally speaking, accountants find submitting annual returns (23 per
cent), submitting VAT returns (16 per cent) and setting up and
registering companies (16 per cent) the easiest tasks to accomplish.
These are generally tasks with a low level of complexity in terms of the
interaction they require with government. Overall, respondents feel that
government service has improved over the last few years in performing
simple tasks (53 per cent).
7.

The most difficult tasks to accomplish in terms of interaction
with government are setting up and running payroll systems etc
(17 per cent) and giving tax consultancy and other advice (13 per cent).
Only 22 per cent feel that service in these areas has improved and
36 per cent feel it has got worse.

8.

Respondents were asked whether or not they had noticed any change
in the service received from government departments in dealing with
simple and more difficult tasks on a number of different aspects.

9.

Almost half of respondents felt that government departments had
improved in their efficiency in performing simple tasks. Sixty per cent
felt that government service had stayed the same in their ability to
perform more complex tasks. While the government was seen to
have not made dealing with simple tasks any harder, they appear
to respondents to have been unable to simplify more complex tasks.
However, government communication with business is thought to
have improved slightly.

10. For simple tasks, respondents feel that government has used
technology to improve efficiency but fewer accountants feel this
about the use of technology in improving efficiency of complex tasks.
The speed of response of government has improved for simple tasks
but is perceived to have deteriorated for complex tasks. Obtaining
information from the government about simple tasks was seen to
have improved, however, it has remained static for complex tasks.
Use of technology in dealing with government
11. Respondents were asked which of a number of communications
methods are currently used in their interaction with government.
The fax machine was seen as by far the most common means of
communication used in dealing with government (telephones were
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not included). Five per cent of respondents were currently using email
in interactions with government while almost 10 per cent were using
the Internet/WWW.
12. After describing the various types of communications technology
government could use in interaction with accounting firms,
respondents were then asked how likely they would be to use each
of the proposed technologies in dealing with government. The results
were as follows:
Table G1 Likelihood of using technology to deal
with government
Base: All respondents (211)
Very/quite
likely
%
61

Not very/
not at all likely
%
34

Use already

Internet/WWW

41

53

4

Interactive voice recognition

19

79

Touchscreen kiosk

21

77

Smart cards

21

75

Government help-line

70

12

Email

%
5

13. Sixty-five per cent of respondents felt that the use of any or all of these
measures would improve government efficiency; only 11 per cent
thought it would make things worse. Understandably, communications
that are based on contact through the organisations’ own computers
are the dominant ones.
14. Respondents were given a number of statements regarding the use
of technology in dealing with government.
15. Seventy-six per cent of respondents agreed that ‘government needs to
become much more efficient in dealing with businesses’. Thirty-five per
cent agreed strongly that they would be interested in using more
technology in dealing with government, and a further 41 per cent
agreed slightly. Only 4 per cent disagreed strongly. Half of the
respondents agreed that these measures would save them money.
Over 70 per cent also agreed that this would save them time.
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16. Over 60 per cent of respondents agreed that using technology would
make dealing with government departments easier. Nearly two-thirds
of respondents agreed that businesses should be able to deal with the
government over the Internet. A stumbling block to the use of
technology, however, is the security factor. Nearly six in ten
respondents were worried about security.
17. Respondents do not feel there is any danger that improved efficiency
on the part of government is a threat to their business – 60 per cent
disagreed strongly and 25 per cent disagreed slightly with the
statement ‘if the government were to successfully introduce some
of these methods, businesses wouldn’t need companies like mine
as much’.
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H.1 Background and objectives
1.

The main survey of 992 small businesses suggested a high propensity
among small businesses to adopt technology in their dealings with
government, with almost six in ten small businesses claiming interest
in doing so.

2.

A series of follow-up interviews was conducted among respondents
to the original survey, to explore issues raised in the main survey.
In particular, the key objectives of the follow-up interviews were:

3.

■

To understand more about the way small businesses use
technology.

■

To explore attitudes towards government.

■

To ascertain ‘realistic’ propensity and readiness to adopt
technology to deal with government.

■

When businesses demonstrate little or no propensity to adopt
technology to deal with government, to explore reasons for the
lack of interest, and possible incentives that might increase
interest.

An additional objective was to verify the attitudinal data collected in
the main survey. For example, in the main questionnaire, we asked
respondents to state their level of agreement or disagreement with
statements such as:
‘I would be interested in dealing with government using new
technology.’

4.

In the follow-up interviews we were able to check whether respondents
agreeing with this statement were genuine prospects for adopting
technology to deal with government. To do this, we explored their
readiness to adopt, if the facility were available now or in the near
future, in terms both of their technological sophistication and in terms
of their attitudes to government and to technology.

H.2 Methodology
5.

In the original survey 70 per cent of respondents were willing to be
recontacted if we needed to ask further questions.

6.

In the follow-up stage we recalled 80 small businesses.
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7.

The main survey indicated that propensity was partly dependent on
current technological orientation, in particular the current use of email
and computers. We therefore set quotas on technology usage for the
follow-up stage, so that the 80 interviews covered three main groups:
■

Email users (these appeared in the main survey to be key
prospects. We aimed to establish whether they were actually
as positive as they seemed).

■

Those who use a computer but not email.

■

Those not using a computer.

8.

Half of interviews were conducted with small businesses dealing
infrequently with government, and half that deal frequently.

9.

There was clearly some overlap between the quotas set, in that some
businesses conformed to two of the above (for example, email users
who deal with government infrequently).

10. We also ensured that we conducted follow-up interviews with a crosssection of business sizes (within the 1–50 employee range of course)
and company types.
11. Interviews were semi-structured, using a broad topic guide.
H.3 Using technology to deal with government:
claimed propensity
12. In the main survey of small businesses, 58 per cent agreed (either
strongly or slightly) with the statement
‘I would be interested in dealing with government using new
technology.’
13. This provokes a number of questions:
■

Can this 58 per cent of businesses be taken as a true reflection
of the percentage of small businesses who would actually deal
with government using technology, were it possible to do so?

■

If not, of that 58 per cent of businesses claiming interest, how
many would actually take advantage of the facility, or indeed are
in a position to do so, if it were available? Among those who
would not actually adopt technology to deal with government,
despite their claimed interest, what would have to happen to
enable them to do so?
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■

Why are 42 per cent of small businesses not expressing interest,
and could anything be done to stimulate their interest?

14. Answering these questions will help distinguish between those small
businesses that express interest and those that demonstrate a real
propensity to embrace electronic government.
15. That 58 per cent interest level is actually contradicted by the number
of respondents who agree with the statement: ‘I prefer existing ways
of dealing with government departments to those based on new
technology’. Fifty-two per cent agree with this statement and 31 per
cent disagree.
16. Only 31 per cent disagree with that statement, suggesting that, despite
a general support of using technology to deal with government, only
three in ten feel that technology offers their business a better
alternative to the methods currently employed.
17. Indeed, the follow-up interviews demonstrated that, although
58 per cent of businesses claimed to be interested in using
technology to deal with government, the degree to which they
have the technology, skills or willingness to actually do so varies.
18. In the follow-up interviews we examined a respondent’s realistic
propensity to adopt technology in their dealings with government by
probing whether they would actually do so if it were currently possible
to do so, and also to what extent they are currently prepared, in terms
of technology, skills and other resources. This line of questioning
enabled us to distinguish between those respondents who approved
of the concept in theory and those whose businesses are actually
ready and willing to adopt technology to deal with government.
We found that realistic propensity was more closely allied to stated
affinity with specific technologies such as ‘Likelihood of using email
to deal with government’ than to the more general agreement with
the statement ‘I would be interested in dealing with government
using new technology.’
H.4 Factors influencing propensity – an overview
19. Both claimed interest and real propensity are influenced by a number
of factors. The key factors are technological orientation (ie as indicated
above, the degree to which a business already uses technology is
crucial) and current attitudes to government.
20. The technological orientation is often tied in with the size and type
of company.
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21. The main survey data shows that smaller businesses (fewer than ten
employees) are less likely to use computer technology, but the
propensity to adopt technology (both in general and for dealing with
government) is also dependent on the type of business.
22. Many respondents do not see technology in general or using
technology specifically to deal with government as relevant to their
type of business. In the follow-up interviews we spoke to small
retailers, taxi firms, and manufacturers of arts and crafts who neither
used nor planned to use technology in any form.
23. If a business did not use computer technology, they tended to view
the concept of dealing with government using technology as irrelevant.
Even among those using computer technology, many applied
computers to simple functions, such as word processing or simple
accounting. For many of these, dealing with government using
technology is as big a leap as for non-computer users.
24. Propensity to use technology in dealing with government is also
influenced by attitudes to government, both in terms of the demands
made on a firm through dealing with government (ie the need to
improve interaction) and in terms of the perception of government’s
efficiency and ability to implement a new way of interacting.
25. These factors are explored in more detail in the following sections.
H.5 Technology orientation
What is technology in this context?
26. The first thing to be said about technology in the small business
context is that it relates to computer technology. Computer
technology, and email in particular, is seen as the business
communication technology, whereas technologies such as smart cards
are seen as consumer orientated.
27. There are very practical reasons why this is the case. Firstly there is
a lack of simple awareness or knowledge of the other technologies,
whereas even non-users will be aware of computer technology. Also,
the smaller the business, the less likely it is that personnel can spare
time away from the office or shop to visit a bank, post office or other
establishment. The supervisor/manager of a small shop, taxi firm or
an office cannot afford to be away from work for any length of time.
28. Interactive Voice Recognition was rejected as too impersonal,
particularly given that a major concern among respondents was
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acknowledgement that a payment has been made or that an enquiry
is being dealt with.
29. As one respondent stated:
“[Email and the Internet] are widely available and already used by
many businesses. They are what the fax was ten years ago.”
30. So, given that we are talking in this context of computer technology,
small businesses might be divided into three groups based on their
level of computer orientation or sophistication:
■

Email users.

■

Those using PCs or computers but not email.

■

Those not using computers of any kind.

31. The real propensity of small businesses to adopt technology in
their dealings with government depends greatly on that level of
sophistication.
32. In the following sections, we will look at each of these groups in
more detail.
Email users
33. In the main survey, the subgroup demonstrating the greatest claimed
propensity to use technology in their dealings with government is email
users, with 83 per cent expressing interest in doing so (ie agreeing that
they would be interested in adopting the facility).
34. This group is by far the most positive, and can be considered prime
prospects. However, to strike a note of caution, almost half of email
users in the main survey agreed with the statement ‘Interactions with
government don’t happen frequently enough to justify using
technology.’ It should, therefore, not be taken for granted that all
email users will use technology to deal with government, despite
their high claimed interest in the concept.
35. Email users have a number of concerns:
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■

The cost of implementing such a system, in terms of equipment,
software, personnel and training.

■

Dealing with situations where currently a hard copy or signature
is required to make a document legally binding (ie the potential
for duplication of effort to satisfy current requirements).

■

Doubt about the ability of government to organise and deliver
such a system.

36. Some respondents cited security as an issue, although this was more
of a concern among less technologically orientated respondents. As
one email user stated:
“We send cheques through the post, which is hardly the most secure
channel.”
37. However, by far the most cited concern among email users is
scepticism about government’s ability to deliver. As one small financial
business said:
“About a year ago we agreed to start communicating with the Inland
Revenue using email and they said they’d send us a modem and
software shortly. It finally arrived after a year, just three weeks ago.
If one department finds it so difficult to get its act together, how
can all the government departments be expected to do so.”
38. We know that 17 per cent of email users in the main survey were
either negative or ambivalent about using technology to deal with
government. However, these concerns are also expressed by those
email users who show interest in adopting technology to deal with
government, and so it is important that they are addressed.
39. The main survey estimated that only 15 per cent of small businesses
have email, and the 83 per cent of email users who are positive about
using technology to deal with government therefore represent 13 per
cent of all businesses.
40. The 13 per cent of small businesses that currently have email and
express interest in using technology to deal with government therefore
represent the key prospects for electronic government, providing
that they can be reassured over their concerns.
41. Email users who are uninterested in the concept, although only
representing 2 per cent of all small businesses, can nevertheless be
counted as secondary prospects, if their concerns can be addressed.
42. The follow-up interviews demonstrated that small businesses in the
main survey that indicated plans to introduce email or Internet cannot
be relied upon as potential users. The majority actually has no firm
plans to do so beyond a vague wish, and so cannot be counted
upon as even secondary prospects.
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Other computer users
43. We estimate that there is an additional 28 per cent of small businesses
that use a PC or other computer technology but do not use email.
44. Of these businesses, 36 per cent do not express interest in using
technology to deal with government, and these cannot be considered
prospects at all.
45. However, 64 per cent do express interest in using technology to deal
with government. This corresponds to 17 per cent of all businesses
both using computer technology other than email and expressing
interest in using technology to deal with government.
46. When we probed in the follow-up interviews to determine whether
claimed interest could be interpreted as realistic propensity, we
discovered that only about half of those expressing interest in
the original survey demonstrated real willingness and readiness
to adopt technology to deal with government.
47. Indeed, respondents in this group demonstrated similar concerns
whether they had expressed interested in the concept or not in the
original survey. Many of their concerns echoed issues raised by
email users.
48. Their main concerns were:
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■

Cost of equipment, software, implementation.

■

Resources/skills/training needed to implement and run.

■

Security/confidentiality.

■

Proof of receipt or payment/need for hard copy.

■

Ease of using.

■

Mistrust and scepticism regarding government motives
and ability to implement systems.

■

Concern about a lack of personal contact and acceptance
of responsibility to deal with enquiries (“I would only consider
a helpline if it’s not cosmetic, as long as it’s not toothless.”)

■

Lack of need to improve dealings with government (“There is
no need to change the accounting – I find the Inland Revenue
very efficient.”)

49. Several respondents took the opportunity to complain about a
perceived neglect of small businesses by government.
“The road outside my shop has been designated a bus terminus, and
buses are parked outside all day, often with their engines running. My
shop is filled with fumes. I’ve tried the local authority, the Ministry of
Transport, the Environmental Agency, but none of them have helped.
This is symptomatic of government attitudes to small businesses.
They can’t do enough for big companies, but small businesses are
inadequately supported.”
50. Another comment in the same vein was:
“Government doesn’t offer small businesses enough help or support.
They should offer financial assistance for small businesses to allow
them to take on personnel, to become employers.”
51. However, the main obstacle to their adopting technology to deal with
government, and the one that characterises this group, is their own
lack of technological orientation. Although small businesses in this
group were using computer technology, we found little evidence of
computer sophistication. Computers tended to be used in a functional,
inflexible way, and respondents often demonstrated a lack of computer
literacy.
52. The follow-up interviews confirmed that their technology is often
customised to a specific task, such as stock control, financial
packages or CAD, or in some cases used only for basic functions,
such as word processing.
“We do not have the technology. Our computing is set up specifically
for design and artwork.”
“We don’t have the people or skills (to use technology to deal with
government)”
Non-computer users
53. Of all small businesses, an estimated 57 per cent do not use computer
technology at all.
54. Among these businesses, the main obstacles to adopting technology
to deal with government are:
■

The perception that there is no need to change the current way
of dealing with government, as it is not generally a cause
for concern.
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■

Cost implications of adopting new procedures, in terms of
equipment, software, training and time.

■

Security considerations, with a perception (mainly among the
less technologically orientated) that businesses will be vulnerable
to viruses and hackers.

■

A lack of need to adopt technology at all, usually tied in with the
type of company, with small retailers, traders, hotels, pubs and
restaurants unable to see the benefits of introducing technology,
even if they could afford it.

■

A wish to have as little as possible to do with government, rather
to be left alone.

■

Some negative views of government’s ability to deliver effective
systems.

55. Many of these concerns are also voiced by email and computer users.
However, the concerns that characterise non-computer users are as
follows.
56. When pressed, the majority admit that they are not in a position to
be able to adopt technology, however positive they feel about the
concept. Usually this is because of the nature of their businesses,
and our sample included tradesmen such as painters and decorators,
couriers, pubs, hotels, small retailers and traders. These kinds of
business do not see any need to introduce technology into their
businesses at all, let alone to deal with government.
57. Businesses in this group tend to be at the smaller end of the range,
with 76 per cent employing five or less people, and only 7 per cent
employing over ten. In 85 per cent of cases an external accountant
manages the finances, and few have any other major dealings with
government.
58. The cost, in terms of both money and time, of adopting technology
to deal with government is prohibitive for many businesses in the
non-computer user group.
59. The group also includes a number of businesses expressing contempt
for government:
“I am not interested in the government. They only create work to justify
their own existence. They take, take, take and never give anything
back.”
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60. Neither do they express any interest in the non-computer based
technologies, partly through a lack of awareness, knowledge and
experience, and partly because they fail to see any benefits to their
business.
61. Most of the businesses in this group are happy with the status quo.
Many are small, static businesses, such as the coal traders who are
happy to “tick over until we retire in a couple of years.” It is significant
that 74 per cent of businesses in this group agree with the statement:
‘Interactions with government don’t happen frequently enough to
justify using new technology.’
62. So, despite almost half of businesses in this group expressing support
for the idea, in terms of agreement that they would be interested in
adopting technology to deal with government, the reality is that very
few of the businesses in this group are even close to being able to.
H.6 Dealing with government
63. In the main survey there were two key questions relating to the
interaction between small businesses and government:
Table H1 Agreement with statements about
dealing with government
Base: All respondents (992)

Interactions with government
don’t happen frequently
enough to justify using
technology
I prefer existing ways of
dealing with government
departments to those based
on new technology

Positive
%
68

Neither/
unsure
%
10

Negative
%
22

52

17

31

64. These are key questions in that they indicate that small businesses
do not feel that there is much need for improvement, whether through
technology or otherwise. This data suggests that as few as two or
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three out of ten small businesses believe there to be a need to
improve interactions with government.
65. In the follow-up interviews this attitude prevailed, with many
businesses feeling that interaction with government is simply
not onerous enough to justify major operational changes.
66. For many small businesses, submitting tax returns is the major
interaction with government, and this tends to be handled by their
accountant. We saw in the main survey that 77 per cent of small
businesses use an external accountant to do at least some (and often
all) of their company accounts.
67. Furthermore, if it were possible to conduct financial interactions using
technology, there was no evidence in either the main survey or the
follow-up interviews that small businesses are willing either to take
accounting in-house or to dictate to their external accountants that
they should adopt technology in their dealings with government.
68. Other interactions with government were not seen to be onerous or
frequent enough to justify introducing technology to manage.
69. Moreover, as we have already seen, there was a strong undercurrent
in the follow-up interviews that government is not efficient enough to
ensure that technology is introduced effectively.
70. A number of respondents were explicitly critical of government,
including those who are generally anti-government (“I want as little
as possible to do with government”) and those who are more gently
sceptical of government’s ability to introduce such systems:
“They asked me a year ago if I wanted to be part of the Electronic
Ledger System (sic) and said they’d send me the stuff within two
weeks. It’s only just arrived.”
“Last year the government was supposed to be setting up some
email transaction thing to do with self-assessment and didn’t manage
to set it up. We were going to do it and the government just didn’t
get it together.”
71. Some respondents were even more scathing, accusing the
government of being untrustworthy and unreliable.
72. One of the tasks for government is therefore to convince small
businesses that such scepticism is unfounded.
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73. Several respondents voiced the opinion that government is actually
behind the times:
“Banks have been using technology for years, but the government is
still talking about doing it.”
74. However, there is a perception among many small businesses that the
government represents a relatively untapped source of information and
help, as indicated below:
Table H2 The ‘untapped information’ factor
Base: All respondents (992)

The government has a lot
of useful information that
would benefit my business
Government should offer
businesses more information
on the Internet

Positive
%
49

Neither/
unsure
%
19

Negative
%
32

55

24

21

75. In addition, several respondents at the follow-up stage indicated a
need for improved response times for enquiries and a simplification of
forms and procedures. Small businesses tend to believe that there is
room for improvement in terms of efficiency, and to a great extent this
explains the high level of support for using technology, as this presents
one way to make such improvements (even if this doesn’t necessarily
translate into realistic propensity to adopt).
76. However, government also needs to demonstrate that such a system
can be implemented and run to the benefit of small businesses before
the majority of small businesses will be won over.
Government information
77. Prior to our contacting respondents, very few were aware of the
government’s proposed initiative to make it possible to deal with
government using new technology and no respondents at the followup stage were aware of the Direct Access Government Website
(although several expressed interest once asked about it).
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78. As demonstrated in the main survey, the concept nevertheless receives
an encouraging response, with 62 per cent saying it is a good idea to
use new technology to deal with government and just 8 per cent a bad
idea.
79. The follow-up interviews confirmed that, with the exception of an antigovernment element, small businesses believe that dealing with
government using technology is a good idea in principle.
80. Indeed we have seen that 58 per cent expressed interest (in principle)
in using technology to deal with government.
81. The problem is that a considerable number of these also indicated in
the follow-up interviews that the concept is nevertheless not
appropriate for their business, usually because of their lack of
technological sophistication.
Summary of propensity
82. The follow-up interviews and retrospective analysis of the main survey
data, as indicated in the previous sections, suggest that there are six
main groups, in terms of propensity to adopt technology to deal with
government, within the small business sector.
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Table H3 Groups based on technology orientation
and claimed propensity to use technology to deal
with government
Group

1

Definition

Estimated
percentage
of small
businesses
%

Email users who are interested in dealing with
government using new technology.

13

2

Email users who are not interested.

3

Businesses using computer technology
(but not email) expressing interest.

17

Businesses using computer technology
(but not email) expressing little or no interest

11

Businesses not using computer technology
but expressing interest.

29

Businesses not using computer technology
and not expressing interest.

28

4

5

6

2

Tasks considered most appropriate for the concept
83. Financial transactions are paradoxically considered both the most
appropriate and the most problematical transactions to be conducted
using technology. Submitting tax and other payments are clearly tasks
that technology can simplify and make more efficient. However, there
are a number of concerns expressed by small businesses:
■

Security and confidentiality of information.

■

Acknowledgement of receipt/completion of transaction.

84. Moreover the majority of small businesses (77 per cent) employ an
external accountant to deal with the business accounts. Even
businesses that do not employ an external accountant tend to have
their own accountant, and respondents are inclined to leave well alone:
“I am happy to leave all financial aspects to the accountants, however
they want to organise it.”
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85. Respondents are therefore not inclined to put any pressure on their
accountants to adopt technology to deal with government.
86. In the follow-up stage we did interview a number of accountancies
that were part of the general sample (rather than the boost sample
of accountants). They did not feel at all threatened by the concept of
using technology to deal with government. In fact their experience
has been that any major initiatives such as this one lead to more work
rather than less, as they are required to help clients understand and
implement new procedures.
87. Other transactions cited as appropriate for using technology are:
Receipt of forms
88. Forms are perceived to change frequently, and a number of
respondents expressed concern about making sure they have the most
up-to-date versions. Email and Internet are seen as useful in this area.
Obtaining information
89. This is another area of great potential, with technology seen as a
means to obtain useful information which small businesses might
otherwise not access. Technology is also seen as a useful way to
reduce the amount of material received, so that businesses obtain
only material that is relevant, rather than the current volume of
(mostly irrelevant) information.
Networking
90. The use of technology offers an opportunity of small businesses
exchanging ideas and experiences via email or Internet.
Advisory services
91. Technology is perceived as offering a way to obtain advice and
consultancy, for example on grants available, export opportunities,
information available.
Areas of concern
92. We have seen that there are a number of concerns that are common
across all small businesses, including those demonstrating a genuine
propensity to use technology to deal with government:
■
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The lack of a perceived need to improve or change the current
way of dealing with government, and the low priority afforded
this area.

■

Cost implications of adopting new procedures, in terms of
equipment, software, training and time. Small businesses
need to be convinced that introducing technology to deal with
government will not incur expense or take up time or resources
to implement or run, and if there is a cost, that medium term
payback, in terms of cost or efficiency, can be demonstrated.

93. Other concerns are:
■

Security and confidentiality issues.

■

The need for evidence or hard copy for many transactions.

■

A lack of technology orientation – even when computers are
used they are often very functional.

■

A mistrust and scepticism regarding government’s ability to
deliver effective systems.

94. Among businesses demonstrating a higher level of technological
sophistication the latter is a particular concern. Among those more
knowledgeable there is a degree of scepticism about the government’s
ability to introduce a system that is simple and efficient. Even among
email users, generally the most positive group, there is some
scepticism which needs to be addressed.
95. The concern that characterises businesses that use computers but not
email is actually the lack of computer orientation, with many
respondents in this group demonstrating a lack of flexibility or depth
in their use of computing.
96. Among businesses that do not use computers at all, the main obstacle
to using technology to deal with government is conservatism, namely
the resistance to technology in general and to change in the way they
currently deal with government.
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H.7 Ideas for promoting the use of technology
in dealing with government
97. A number of ideas for promoting the use of technology for dealing
with government were made in the depth interviews.
98. Incentives might be effective, particularly for payment of taxes, with
5–10 per cent discount suggested for payment using technology.
However, financial incentives are unlikely to be sufficient on their own:
“Even with financial incentives it may all be too complicated to bother.”
99. It is more important that the benefits are demonstrated, in terms of
efficiency, time- and money saving.
100. We commented earlier on scepticism among some small businesses
that government was capable of introducing these kinds of system.
The most obvious way to reassure such sceptics is through pilot
schemes that can be used to demonstrate how such systems can
work and bring benefits.
101. A number of respondents indicated that they would need the
reassurance of examples of businesses of their size and type using
this kind of technology before they would consider it, and successful
case studies need to play a part in the promotion of the scheme.
102. Above all, it is necessary that technology is seen to be benefiting
small businesses in their dealings with government, in terms of
cost and efficiency, in order for scepticism to be overcome.
103. The use of examples of best practice had proved to be an effective
motivator in other contexts (the DTI’s Competitiveness Initiative
highlighted their effectiveness among SMEs).
104. There is a degree of scepticism about government’s ability to
implement and run a system by which technology is used to facilitate
interaction between government and small businesses. This
scepticism appears most prevalent among the key target group,
namely current email users, which indicates that demonstrating how
well such a system can work is a priority for promoting the process.
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Technical appendix
1.1 Quantitative general public research
Omnibus stage
Field dates

4–10 December 1997

Sample

Random location sampling of adults aged
15+ living in Great Britain (see section 1.5)

Interview method

CAPI (Computer Assisted Personal
Interviewing), face-to-face, in home.
Placed on BMRB weekly omnibus survey

Number of interviews

1105

Weighting details

Results were weighted by sex, standard
region and age within sex

Main survey
Field dates

3 February – 6 March 1998

Sample

Random location sampling of adults
aged 16+ living in Great Britain

Interview method

Multimedia CAPI (Computer Assisted
Personal Interviewing), face-to-face,
in home

Number of interviews

2004

Weighting details

Results were weighted by age and
social class

Survey of benefits users
Field dates

12 August – 16 September 1998

Sample

Preselected sample of 720 people
on income support, provided by DSS.
Advance letter sent with option to opt out

Interview method

Multimedia CAPI (Computer Assisted
Personal Interviewing), face-to-face,
in home

Number of interviews

425

Response rate

62% of eligible sample

Weighting

Results were weighted by type of income
support recipient: lone parent, pensioner
and disabled
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1.2 Qualitative general public research
Initial qualitative research
1.
Field dates

October 1997

Interview method

Two 1.5 hour group discussions – each
of 7–8 respondents

Location

2 groups in Central London
in viewing facility

Group breakdown

C2D male, age 35–50
C2D female, age 25–40

2.
Field dates

December 1997

Interview method

Six 1.5 hour group discussions – each
of 7–8 respondents

Location

3 groups in South Yorkshire, 3 in
Greater London, in host’s home

Group breakdown

1. Male, C1C2, 18–24, techno receptive
2. Female, AB, 18–24
3. Female, AB, 25–34, techno receptive
4. Male, C1C2, 25–34
5. Male, AB, 50+
6. Female, C1C2, 50+

Follow-up qualitative research
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Field dates

June 1998

Interview method

Four 1.5 hour group discussions –
each of 7–8 respondents

Location

2 groups in hotel in Banbury, 3 at
CCTA offices in Central London

Group breakdown

London gp 1 – BC1 males, aged 25–39
London gp 2 – C2D females, aged 40–55
Banbury gp 1 – C2D males aged 25–39
Banbury gp 2 – BC1 females aged 25–45

1.3 Large business interviews

Field dates

January – March 1998

Interview method

Face-to-face depth interviews

Sample

Person with best understanding of
implementing electronic services in
selected large business organisations

Location

In business

Sample breakdown

2 retail organisations
1 management consultant
2 banks
1 building society
2 broadcasting organisations
1 communications company
1 electronic communications company

1.4 Small business and accountants surveys
Small business exploratory interviews
Field dates

1–14 February 1998

Interview method

Face-to-face depth interviews

Sample

12 small businesses + CBI and SBF

Location

National

Sample breakdown

Variety of sizes and types of small
businesses and knowledgeable sources
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Small businesses
Field dates

19 February – 31 March 1998

Sample

Sample of small businesses in Great Britain
preselected from Yellow Pages Business
Database with turnover of less than
£5 million p.a. and fewer than 50
employees. Interviewing managing directors,
proprietors or other senior managers

Interview method

CATI (Computer Assisted Telephone
Interviewing)

Number of interviews

992

Response rate

30,7% of sample; 32,5% eligible

Weighting details

Sample was stratified by SIC code and
number of employees. Weighting back to
universe was by SIC code and number
of employees for eligible businesses

Accountants
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Field dates

April 1998

Sample

Managers at accounting firms preselected
using Yellow Pages Business Database.
Eligibility based on accountants with small
business clients fitting the CITU definition

Interview method

CATI (Computer Assisted Telephone
Interviewing)

Number of interviews

211

Response rate

52%

Weighting details

No weighting

Small business follow-up interviews
Field dates

April 1998

Sample

Recalling 80 of the 70% of businesses
from initial small businesses survey who
were willing to be recontacted. Sample
was stratified to include three subgroups,
those using email, those without
computers and those who deal with
government infrequently

Interview method

Semi-structured telephone interviews
using topic guide

Number of interviews

80

Weighting details

No weighting

1.5 Random location sampling at BMRB
International
The sampling technique used in this survey is a tightly controlled
form of random location sampling developed within BMRB
International, and is the basis of most consumer surveys
which BMRB International conducts.
The aim of random location sampling is to eliminate the more
unsatisfactory features of quota sampling without incurring the
cost and other penalties involved in conducting surveys according
to strict probability methods.
One of the principal advantages of probability techniques of
sampling is that selection of respondents is taken from the hands
of interviewers. In conventional quota sampling, on the other hand,
interviewers are given quotas to fill, usually from within specified
administrative areas. When, for example, interviewers are asked to
complete a quota of AB respondents, they will tend to go to a part of
the district where they know such individuals to be available. AB
individuals living in mixed social class areas will have little chance of
inclusion. This and similar defects lead to biases which are concealed
by superficial agreements between sample profiles and accepted
standard statistics.
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The principal distinguishing characteristic of random location
sampling, as operated by BMRB International, is that interviewers are
given very little choice in the selection of respondents. Respondents
are drawn from a small set of homogenous streets, selected with
probability proportional to population after stratification by their
ACORN characteristics and region. Quotas are set in terms of
characteristics which are known to have a bearing on individuals’
probabilities of being at home and so available for interview. Rules are
given which govern the distribution, spacing and timing of interviews.
The sample of areas takes as its universe all enumeration districts
(groups of, on average, 150 households) in Great Britain. Enumeration
districts are stratified in the following manner:
(i)

Standard Region

(ii)

Within Standard Region – by Acorn type

(iii)

Within Standard Region by County and ITV Region

Thus, the design is single stage, using direct selection of appropriate
enumeration districts, rather than taking streets at random from larger
units such as wards or parishes.
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ABOUT BMRB INTERNATIONAL
BMRB is one of the largest social and market research agencies
in the UK, employing over 300 staff. It is a full-service research
company, offering a very broad range of research services and
products, including UK and international ad hoc and continuous
research, weekly face-to-face and telephone Omnibus surveys,
syndicated research and qualitative research.
It is the longest-standing market research company in Britain.
The agency was established (as the British Market Research Bureau)
in 1933 and throughout its history has played a pioneering role
in developing research techniques and methodologies.
BMRB Social Research has a staff of 25 research executives many
of whom are highly experienced and held in high regard for their
expertise, publications and conference papers over a wide range
of subjects. BMRB Qualitative, headed by Andrew Thomas, also
reports to Malcolm Rigg, Director of Social Research.
Our resources include an experienced national face-to-face CAPI
(Computer Assisted Personal Interviewing) fieldforce of around 700
interviewers and supervisors. We have a 90-station CATI-equipped
(Computer Assisted Telephone Interviewing) telephone unit and
a sampling and statistics department providing consultancy
on sampling and survey design, weighting and statistical issues
and multivariate analysis.
BMRB International
Hadley House
79–81 Uxbridge Road
Ealing W5 5SU
Switchboard: 0181 566 5000
Malcolm Rigg, Director of Social Research
Tel: 0181 280 8381 Email: malcolm.rigg@bmrb.co.uk

The Central Information Technology Unit (CITU) is
a small, multi-disciplinary policy unit of just under
30 people. Its members are drawn from many different
parts of government, and also from the private sector.
It includes some strong technical IT expertise.
CITU is an IT policy unit and though it is not primarily
a network builder, IT contract manager, or a big spender,
it does aim to exert an influence right across central
and local government in the UK and beyond.
At the end of 1996, CITU published its vision for
the cross-cutting electronic delivery of Government
services in its Green Paper, government.direct.
CITU’s current activity includes contributing to the
forthcoming White Paper on ‘Better Government’ and
follow-up work to the Prime Minister’s announcement
in October 1997 that he was setting a target that within
five years, one-quarter of dealings with government
can be done by members of the public electronically –
through their television, telephone or computer.
CITU also advises ministers on the implications for
government IT of the year 2000 date change and the
progress of government departments and agencies
in addressing this issue.

