Centre for Social Informatics

Information professionals and volunteers as ‘digital proxies’: impact on effectiveness
of clients and employees of informal support in accessing services

Interim report

This interim report is aimed at the participants in the project workshops and others who are
interested in this project.

The aim of these workshops was to research digital proxy practices of staff within local
government, libraries, and civil society organisations. This work will be used to support wider
research in this area, and may be used for publications and future research proposals.

Digital proxies, for this research, are those who access online systems on behalf of others —
with their permission — so that these ‘clients’ can obtain advantages from such systems. For
example, a staff member may log into a benefits-claim system and enter the client’s data to
make the claim as if it were the client him- or herself doing this.

The primary focus of this work is online government services, partnering with system owners,
citizen support/advocacy groups and other stakeholders to understand how they are
supporting (vulnerable) citizens to better cope with increased online systems that are integral
to their everyday lives.

Data analysis and validation are continuing, with some initial key themes identified around
how decisions are made on how help is provided, service user experience, links between
provision, policy and resourcing, and conflicts between policy, law and support. A final report
will be issued later in 2021.

The workshops

Half-day workshops took place on 2, 10 and 18 February 2021. Lockdown-related restrictions
meant that the workshops were held remotely, using Teams. However, an advantage of this
was that participants could attend from across Scotland, including participants from South
Ayrshire, Edinburgh, Orkney, Eilean Siar and many places in between.
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How were the workshops run?

The workshops were divided into three breakout sessions of 3-5 participants, each facilitated
by a Napier researcher. All sessions were recorded and transcribed. The resulting
word clouds highlight the importance of people and related skills to the participants.
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a gift from a relative. The relative has shown them how to use gh R g
the device, but the lesson was rushed (and incomplete?). The
reason for the gift was to keep in touch with family and they
would like to learn how to use the device”
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The third session was a general discussion of themes and ideas
that had been raised earlier in the workshop or that the «m
participants wished to discuss.

All sessions were recorded and transcribed. The project team is
currently carrying out a detailed thematic analysis.

Next steps
One a full analysis of the sessions has been completed, a report with initial conclusions and
draft recommendations will be issued in June or July 2021.

The initial findings will be put through a ‘Delphi’ process in which an independent group of
practitioners will review the findings so that only the most robustly supported conclusions and
recommendations remain. This will lead to a final report, to be released later in 2021.

In addition, at least two academic papers will be published on this work. However, the team
does not expect these to be published in 2021.

Thank you!
We would like to thank all the people who gave up their time to share their experience and
insights into this important issue.

For further information, please contact the principal investigator:
g.webster@napier.ac.uk
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