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Introduction

This report summarises the lessons learned
over the course of the Universal Credit
Programme, which ran from November 2010 to

March 2025.

This report covers the duration of the Universal
Credit programme. We have compiled six
overarching lessons, with a summary and further
detail for each, and relevant quotations from those
we interviewed.

The lessons were compiled following interviews with
current and former programme staff and
stakeholders; a review of the many Infrastructure and
Projects Authority (IPA) and National Audit Office
(NAO) programme assessment reviews and reports
conducted; and a review of relevant literature from a
search conducted by the Department for Work and
Pensions (DWP) Library.

The document: ‘A Short History of Universal Credit
by the Programme’s Sixth Senior Responsible Officer
(SRO)’ (2025), published alongside this report, sets
out the reflections of the longest serving SRO for
Universal Credit. It includes an annex with contextual
information including a summary timeline, some
outcomes for the service at this point, and next steps
for the ownership of the Universal Credit service.

A more detailed timeline is available within the
several National Audit Office reports conducted
through the programme’s lifetime, in particular
‘Rolling out Universal Credit’(2018) and ‘Progress in
Implementing Universal Credit’(2024).



https://www.nao.org.uk/reports/rolling-out-universal-credit/
https://www.nao.org.uk/reports/progress-in-implementing-universal-credit/
https://www.nao.org.uk/reports/progress-in-implementing-universal-credit/

Introduction

Notes:

Q

These lessons concern the running of the
programme and development of the service,
rather than an analysis of the impact of the
Universal Credit policy.

Following each lesson we include a few key
“takeaways” in the form of a selection of
quotations from those we interviewed during this
exercise.

There was a significant reset of the programme in
2013, after which followed changes in the
structure and culture. The majority of the
lessons draw on how things were done following
the reset. This is emphasised where relevant, in
the detail of each lesson. For readability,
however, the phrase ‘following the reset’is not
included in every headline.

a

It will be useful to know that there were two
versions of the Universal Credit service built
during the programme. The first, which started
developmentin late 2010, was available
gradually from 2013. This is commonly referred to
as the ‘Live Service’. The second version, known
as the ‘Full Service’, was developed in 2013 and
was introduced from 2014, completely replacing
the ‘Live Service’in 2018. Understanding this,
and the naming of the two services will help in
comprehension of the lessons, particularly in the
section Lesson 3: Test and Learn.



D Embed leadership that sets a culture which protects and supports teams.
b Have genuinely empowered teams with all the required skills.

p Use “test and learn” to discover and deliver a service that meets user needs.

Lessons
Learned

b Focus on delivering the outcomes, rather than predetermined milestones.
b Use simple governance at every level that supports and empowers the team.

Use evidence and feedback from users and staff, and foster strong and
trusting relationships with stakeholders.




1 Embed leadership that sets
a culture which protects
and supports teams

Following the reset of the programme in
2013, the leadership fostered a culture
which supported and empowered the
people designing, building and delivering
the service. The culture could be seen at
the key programme governance board -
Programme Delivery Executive (PDE) and
carried through to the teams building and
delivering the service.

The leadership did not make design
decisions. Instead, it maintained a
strategic overview - a sense of what the
programme was trying to achieve and
focused on steering the programme
towards that.

The tenure, consistency and experience of
the leadership helped build and maintain
key relationships and gave the team
stability.



Leadership:
Culture

Following the reset of the programme in
2013, the Senior Responsible Officer (SRO)
and Programme Director fostered a culture
which supported and empowered the team
designing and delivering the service.

The culture was exhibited at the key programme governance
forum - Programme Delivery Executive (PDE) and carried
through to teams. The teams outside of PDE felt the
leadership provided unequivocal support.

This built an environment where real challenge could exist
without people feeling criticised and unhappy. The resulting
honest discussions allowed the programme to cut through
defensiveness to get to the heart of issues quickly. The main
characteristics of this culture were:

A focus on outcomes - Trusting the team to deliver them,
rather than specific deliverables.

Trust - Teams were trusted and given the space and time to
solve problems - learning is valued as well as delivery.

Use of evidence, data and feedback - When making
decisions.

A relatively flat organisation structure - While there was a
leadership hierarchy, it was usually not apparent which
grade, job type or background a team member had.

Psychological safety

Q

Q

If something went wrong, the focus was not on blame
but seeking solutions to the issue and improving.
Honesty about the challenges and the position of the
programme was welcomed. People could speak up
when something was wrong, without fear, and were
listened to.

Shared responsibility for delivery: Allteam members
were responsible for delivering the service, for
example, problems with the service in operations
were taken on by the whole team.

Effective storytelling was used to land and maintain key

themes. For example:

O The phrase ‘Test and Learn’ (see Lesson 3: ‘Test and

Learn’), which encapsulated the UC approach was
widely used, from ministers in the House of
Commons [Hansard - UK Parliament], to
conversations with stakeholders and other teams in
the Department.

The phrase ‘The plan is the plan, until it is no longer
the plan’ was used across the programme to keep
teams focused on continued delivery, at times when
the programme was under external political
uncertainty.


https://hansard.parliament.uk/search?startDate=2013-01-01&endDate=2025-02-27&searchTerm=%22test%20and%20learn%22&partial=False&sortOrder=0

Leadership:
Vision and

stewardship

The leadership did not make design decisions.
Instead, it maintained a strategic overview
and focused on steering the programme
towards that.

Following the programme reset, its focus was on:

Keeping forward momentum, removing barriers to progress.
While the programme at times had to slow down to ensure
overall success and to get things right, the leadership team
reinforced the view that a programme completely stalled is at
risk of never completing.

Negotiating hard on big policy requests made of the
programme. The leadership successfully negotiated
changes to timelines before accepting new scope, rather
than using up existing contingency. They used the resulting
replanning opportunity to take stock and make other
alterations to the programme.

Ensuring that there was one plan and one vision for the
service, rather than each function having its own plan, and
that the programme didn’t lose focus, despite frequent
headwinds.

Taking challenges and turn them into opportunities. For
example: Pivoting the programme and redirecting staff to
support the overall national Covid-19 response, which
enhanced the programme’s reputation and won the trust of
more people.

Taking risks and making big calls about the project

direction. For example, the programme was pursuing a
twin track approach with two alternative systems. In
2015, the leadership chose to terminate the ‘Live Service’,
and fully back the new ‘Full Service’ before it had been
fully proven to scale [see lesson 3: Test and Learn].

Advocacy: The leadership fought against inaccurate

external narratives. For example, when there was
significant negative coverage of UC in 2019, the
leadership chose to run national newspaper ad
campaigns (controversial at the time) and invited BBC
and Channel 4 crews to film inside the programme and
job centres. This was aimed at dispelling myths about the
service that were discouraging people from claiming.

Training of other leaders in the organisation: The

programme set up a Leadership Academy for operations
staff to help those delivering the service acquire the new
skills required. This was due to the change in approach
with UC (e.g. Case management vs Task management,
and Test and Learn). The programme found that a lot
more challenging to instil the new approach than they
had originally anticipated.

Building good relationships with ministers and

stakeholders and navigating the political landscape at a
time when more than weekly meetings with the ministers
were needed.



Leadership:
Experience
longevity

and scope

The tenure and experience of the SRO and
Programme director helped build and
maintain key relationships, give the team
stability, and mentorship.

In the first three years of the programme there were five
SROs successively. Following 2014, the partnership between
SRO and Programme Director remained for the rest of the
programme (to 2025).

The long tenure of those in the senior positions in such a
long programme helped in:

U Building and maintaining key relationships - the
long tenure removed the effort of rebuilding existing
relationships. Instead, the focus could be on
coalition building, through the various political
changes, and dealing with turnover of stakeholders
as they cycled through over time.

U Retention of knowledge and strategy - reducing the
need for relearning lessons and reinvention
throughout the project.

U Consistency of strategy vision and style - in light of
the many political changes during the programme
which gave stability to the teams delivering the
service.

Setting the culture was not a once-and-done process -
The programme had to constantly reinforce change
messaging and training through its long duration - this
was needed with UC even though the programme had a
relatively low staff turnover.

The programme also benefited from the previous
experience of the SRO and programme director - who
had a background in the policy area, experience of
previous large change programmes in the department,
and leadership experience in DWP operations, a key
componentin the service delivery and transformation.

The cross-cutting nature of the change programme
structure and SRO role, were ideal for breaking through
traditionalinternal organisational silos making the
programme a suitable vehicle for incubating a cross-
cutting service. As the programme ends, the service is
transitioning to a service ownership model,
increasingly recommended in government, compared
with a return to previous “business as usual” model,
retaining the cross-cutting leadership.



https://committees.parliament.uk/work/7412/digital-transformation-in-government-addressing-barriers-to-efficiency/publications/

Leadership:
G
takeaways

“The team is everything -
not the leadership.”

“Take risks. It doesn’t
always pay however, so
be prepared to pivot
quickly and re-prioritise

or slow down.”
“The leadership from 2074 onwards,

has been unbelievably stable and
that’s key.”

“Fight your fears, engage with critics,
and make them friends if you can. If “Time - hoard it, steal it, fight for

not build their trust and respect.” it - avoid the tyranny of the
timetable.”



2 Have genuinely empowered
teamS Wlth al‘l the reqUIred Teams were given appropriate physical

skills space to co-locate, and the resources
they needed at each stage of the
programme’s evolution.

Service design decisions were made by the team
designing and delivering the service, not by the
programme leadership, and were made ‘in the

A ‘test and learn’ approach was
room’, not at senior boards far from the work.

used for team structures,
evolving several times as

necessary during the
Team collaboration was genuinely

programme.
multidisciplinary, rather than, for Teams on the programme had
example a ‘digital team’ building psychological safety, which meant
things for ‘the business’. they were able to have open and

honest conversations and felt safe
to challenge assumptions.



Empowered
teams

After the reset, the programme created the
conditions where empowered cross-
functional teams could collaborate to
design, build and deliver the service:

Genuinely multidisciplinary teams, with full-time
members collaborating as equal partners:

Q

Teams had a complement of full-time members
dedicated to the team - people with operational
experience, product managers, designers, engineers,
data scientists, security, product support, staff learning,
policy experts, communications, analysts, and
stakeholder engagement leads.

Team members collaborated as equal partners, rather
than one part of the team giving requirements to the
other part to be interpreted.

Team members shared responsibility for outcomes,
for example, problems with the service in operations
were taken on by the whole team.

With the necessary psychological safety:

Q

The culture of honesty and openness about progress
and problems supported rational decision making within
teams.

Q

Willingness of team members to challenge, based on
a shared understanding of the programmes aims and
objectives that were clearly communicated by the
leadership.

Structures supported rapid decision making within the
programme:

Q

a

Teams were empowered to make decisions. Design
decisions were delegated to the teams, with the
leadership focused on the resulting outcomes.

Design decisions were taken ‘in the room’. This was
quite literally the case, requiring team members to have
the authority to participate in team decision making,
rather than being taken to senior people outside the
team.

Teams sought governance only for cross cutting
design decisions. Once the programme had grown to
multiple teams there was the possibility for cross cutting
decisions between them, but in these cases the
governance was within the programme. (Governance
covered in full later)

Programme governance supported the teams by
interacting at regular show and tells, with ministerial
attendance in the crucial early stages.



Empowered
teams

The programme used co-location and
dedicated physical space to create optimal
conditions for teams:

Q

Following the programme reset, a new team building a
new version of the service (known as the ‘Full Service’),
was moved into a single co-located space. This was in
contrast with the initial programme team which spread
across multiple directorates, locations and suppliers.

The new team was located at arms length from the
department’s hub, in a different building with controls set
around who was involved in the project. This was seen as
negative by those who were excluded from the team.
However, the controls proved instrumental in protecting
the team and allowing them to focus.

As the service they built matured, the team co-located
above the job centre in the postcode area where the new
version of service was being tested. Co-locating at the
test site enabled them to focus on what was being
learned each day (Lesson 3: ‘Test and Learn’), rapidly
iterate, and prioritise development accordingly.

Later, as the team grew in numbers, the team moved
back to the main departmental hub, to a floorplan
designed for team collaboration. For example, large
rooms with space dedicated to co-design sessions on
demand, reducing the need to wait for room bookings
and travel for collaboration, a large town hall area for

physical manifestations of project progress and other
artifacts, and space for large multifunctional teams to co-
locate. These changes broke previous patterns of team
members sitting away from their team and with their
separate functions.

Team size was kept as small as possible given
each stage of the programme:

O Following the reset, those leading ensured only hand-

picked people with the skills needed were part of the new
team. This allowed the team to move quickly, keep
focused, and maintain the pace of decision making.

At several stages, the programme came under pressure
to increase team numbers with the aim of delivering
faster. However, the leadership grew the programme at a
pace that allowed technical debt to be controlled, and
without saddling the operations team with an
unsustainable rate of change.

The programme’s supportive and agile culture resulted in
long tenure for many staff. This helped the team deal with
the complexity of the service — a greater proportion of
staff time was spent working on problems than on the
learning curve, leading to higher level of institutional
knowledge at any one time. Longer term working
relationships also helped improve communication within
and between teams and leaders.



Empowered
teams

The team structure was reconfigured
several times as the programme evolved,
as the focus moved from building all the
parts of the system needed to deliver the
policy, to optimising and scaling the
service, and to meeting overall programme
outcomes.

O As previously mentioned, the ‘Full Service’ was
developed by a single fully cross-functional team. As
the numbers grew, this team was split into multiple
delivery teams consisting of analysts and developers,
sharing a single design team, all overseen by product
managers.

O Asthe number of teams grew, this structure was
changed to create multiple distinct product teams,
each taking ownership of a particular set of areas of
the emerging service. This meant teams built up
knowledge, rather than moving from one area to
another, and were able to create longer term road
maps for those areas, reducing the need for

relearning each time a new team picked up work.
These new product teams became fully cross-
functional once again.

The set of areas of the service owned by each team
evolved slowly to reflect changing priorities over the
programme, and keep the teams balanced while
retaining team knowledge, until the teams were
grouped together under portfolios each of which was
focused on a particular goal for the service.



Empowered
teams:

Key
takeaways

“Don’twork in silos.”

“One service,

“It is undercelebrated when
civil servants have

longevity in a team”.

“The unit of delivery is
the team.”

one team.”

“Innovation flows

from
empowerment.”

“At the time this was just building
a prototype. In hindsight, we
were showing the new way of
working.”




3 Use ‘test and learn’ to

The agile methodology used by the

discover and deliver a service progiamme covered theollE
programme, not just the software
that meets user needs development, not only the ‘digital’ part.

Don’t run a transformation or a new

Itis only possible to learn what _ service through the lens of a technology
you need to .know about vyhat lel project, focus instead on the people, the
work by testing and learning with users, and staff delivering the change.

real users in areal service.

Build a minimum viable product and
invest just enough for a single pointin
time, because what you first build may
not be successful. Value the learning

Do not underestimate the you get from this.

effort and discipline needed

to be agile.

Put the necessary supportin
place to allow hypotheses to
be safely tested.



Test and
learn

The delivery approach 2010-2013

Prior to the reset of the programme in 2013, the delivery
approach could be characterised as writing a set of
requirements based on the UC policy, to be designed and
delivered into a series of applications by outsourced
technology suppliers. In many cases, this involved using
commercial off-the-shelf components. This design process
meant that the design of the service was not owned by the
department. This approach was said to be agile - which was
novel in government at that time — because the software was
tested incrementally as it was written.

This technology-led project approach delivered the UC ‘Live
Service’, which was rolled out to a subset of claimants from
2013 but was replaced in 2018. The Live Service only worked
for simpler cases of the policy and was unable to support
self-service management by claimants due, in part, to the
lack of a suitable security architecture. However, it helped
the programme to learn about the challenges of many
aspects of the UC policy, and the challenges of rolling out a
service nationally while its eventual replacement was being
developed.

By 2013, it became clear that this version of the service was
unlikely to deliver the programme objectives which, in part,
caused the recommendation for the programme to be
formally ‘reset’ at that time.

The lessons from the Live Service:

U It was not possible to create a service that met needs
by splitting up the policy, writing regulations and
requirements specifications from that, in advance of
testing or exploration of what might work for users. The
Live Service missed important aspects that were not
described in the policy, but were needed to make it work
for users.

O Don’trun a transformation as a technology project.
The design for the Live Service was created through the
lens of an IT project. The focus on technology over wider
transformation meant that bigger challenges of
understanding interactions between claimants, agents
and a complex set of rules, had not been understood’.

0 The service design process needs to be agile, not just
the software development. Agile delivery
methodologies were used for the Live Service. After
difficulties these were changed to be a hybrid of Agile and
Waterfall methodologies?. But while the software
development process used to build the Live Service may
have followed some agile methodologies - for example
testing the software in chunks as they built it - the overall
service design process was not agile. The most
important aspect that the programme needed to learn
and change was the design of the service itself.

1. This was raised as a concern in the IPA Project Assessment Review (March 2012)

2. Issues with the programme’s initial approach to agile development are discussed in the NAO report
‘Universal Credit: early progress’(2013)



Test and
learn

Test and learn, and the Full Service

In 2013 a small team started a different approach, alongside
the rollout of ‘Live Service’, using the principles outlined in
the section on empowered teams, and incubating what
became the wider culture of the programme (Lesson 1:
‘leadership and culture’), and with a focus on the end-users
of the service.

The team started with a prototype to demonstrate how an
integrated and user-centred service could work to deliver the
outcomes, with an appropriate security model built in from
the start. They then built the simplest viable version of the
service, that was able to demonstrate the objectives could
be met with a more realistic set of cases than the previous
approach. This became known as the ‘Full Service’

They started testing this new version in a single postcode
area with real claimants, to understand how to develop the
service. Additional support was provided for the parts of the
service not yet been built. This allowed them to ‘Test and
Learn’ safely with a realistic set of claimants, before the
complete system had been built and rolled out.

So rather than designing and building the service up front,
and then testing everything, the team were able to learn

immediately from the variety of cases that came in over
the days and weeks and iterate the service as they built it.

While building this new service, the programme started to
apply the ‘Test and Learn’ approach to some of the impacts
on claimants and staff from the rollout of the ‘Live Service’,
such as the ‘claimant commitment’ - a cornerstone of the UC
policy; the impact of housing moving from a local authority
concern to within UC; and the novelty of the work coach role
supporting people who were already in work (a new concern
for the department). For example: the test and learn of the
claimant commitment started as a series of post-it notes on
a sheet of paper, before it was built into the service.

This Test and Learn approach became a tenet of the
programme, communicated in the House of Commons,
within the department and with stakeholders. Later, the
programme was more confident to communicate publicly
what was being tested - during the Move to UC phase (2021
onwards), the programme publicly shared the hypotheses
and what was being learned.

Test and Learn enabled the team to learn how to deliver the
service in a way which worked for users, but it also enabled
them to feed back to the policy team what was being
learned about “hard” policy problems for consideration at
a much earlier stage, before the service was rolled out.

The ‘Full Service’ was rolled out across the UK between 2014-
2018, replacing the ‘Live Service’.


https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/completing-the-move-to-universal-credit-learning-from-the-discovery-phase/completing-the-move-to-universal-credit-learning-from-the-discovery-phase

Test and
learn

The lessons from Test and Learn:

It’s not possible to design a service with such complexity
without a significant amount of iteration and learning. This is
especially true of a service which requires a wider
transformation in the department running it, in partners, and
in what is expected of its users, such as UC.

To maximise learning, build a minimum viable product -

U Invest just enough for a single point in time, because
what you build may not be successful. You do not know
what you are going to learn, and the sooner you can start
learning, the more likely you are to get it right, faster.

O Butto learn, build the minimum that would give
valuable learning about the real users expected to use
the system. The Full Service started testing with both
single and couple claimants from day one. This enabled
learning about the interactions for joint claims, and a
result the service was built in a way that supported the
claimants joining and leaving households over time. In
contrast, the Live Service, at the start, only supported
single claimants, which meant nothing could be learned
about couple interactions, resulting in a model that
would have struggled to manage joint claims.

With a complex new service, expect that you will be
spending more time discovering what is the right thing to

do, rather than refining the usability of a design that you
have created in advance. With housing for example:

U Housing policy on UC requires a) claimants to be
responsible for paying rent, unless they or the landlord
applied for a direct payment from DWP ; and b) any
claimed housing costs require verification by the
landlord.

O Inlegacy benefits, housing costs were always paid
directly to landlords, and the previous closer relationship
between social landlords and local authorities made it
easy for them to verify rental amounts were correct.

O Although the policy on verification was clear, it emerged
during the rollout that without automation support,
landlords could not manage the required form
submissions for each tenant and rental, and therefore, a
direct access portal was developed to allow landlords to
verify rent.

O The landlord portal was not part of the original
architecture or design of the service. The solution could
not have been found through small adjustments of the
original service design - it was an entirely unforeseen
component that needed to be built to manage the policy.
Due to the test and learn methodology, this problem was
uncovered and solved in advance of the national rollout
of the service.



Test and
learn

The lessons from Test and Learn (cont.):

The discipline and investment required for test and
learn -

You need to invest in the infrastructure and support to
allow learning to take place with a realistic set of cases as
you build the service. This includes:

O Putting the manual supportin place to handle parts
of the service which do not yet work, and the
backend support for the product to be able to quickly
deal with exceptions and cases which the service
cannot yet easily handle.

O The discipline and testing capability required to
reliably release major changes on a weekly basis, to
facilitate iteration and change. Also, with the support
to allow for operational training and preparedness for
frequent change and gathering the resulting
feedback. During the Covid-19 pandemic, this agility
was used to allow the service to quickly pivot,
allowing the team to safely release multiple updates
of the service each week as functionality to support
the department’s response was built.

Don’t underestimate the amount you need to invest in
discipline to make agile work. Following the reset, the agile
test and learn methodology used by the programme covered

the whole design process (although with limited impact on
the original policy). This required more discipline than a
waterfall methodology, as the programme needed the
capability to adapt quickly to the constant challenge of new
discovery findings during the test and learn process.

Don’t start with technology, but technology is critical to
success -

O While technology should not be the starting point, it is
stillimportant to have a keen focus on technology, in
particular technical debt and performance planning.

U The focus on testing also applied to technical
performance planning. The team were able to simulate
the performance of a greater caseload on the service to
ensure they kept ahead of needs as the service was
rolled out. This forward planning capability also helped
during the Covid-19 pandemic when the caseload
almost doubled within the first three months of the initial
lockdown?.

O Unlike the Live service, the Full Service design was
owned by the department. The lesson here is not
necessarily that everyone building the service must be
in-house, but that it is important to own the design in-
house.

1. Coronavirus: Universal Credit during the crisis HoC library (2021)



https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-8999/CBP-8999.pdf

“Don’t just think digital, we
are designing a service.” “’Good enough’for a single
pointin time, don’t over invest.”

Test and

“Don’t always think it’s
“Teams became comfortable

et o i about doing things differently
takeaways ' one day to the next.”

CEI R G going to be successful, fail

“Be genuinely user-centred.”




4 Focus on delivering the
outcomes, rather than
predetermined milestones

The programme plan had ‘Phases’
based on achieving outcomes, and
these, rather than detailed milestones
covering the delivery of points or
features, were the focus.

Rollout go/no-go decisions were based
on whether objectives were being met,
as opposed to whether previously
agreed plans could be delivered into
production/operations.

Governance of risks focused on
understanding the risk and actively
managing the risk to the service, as
opposed to offloading the risk onto
the operations team to meet
milestones.

The programme matured to create
teams focused on specific goals
and outcomes, rather than around
ownership or delivery of specific
systems or features.



Outcomes
over

milestones

The programme focused on measuring
progress towards objectives, as opposed to
progress towards delivery of pre-existing
plans.

In the early stages, the programme measured progress on the
rate of delivery of software and planned features. The NAO
and IPA criticised the programme for not having the
necessary management information to measure real
progress and understand what success looked like.

Following the reset, the focus was more on the objectives
in the business case, and the rollout of the service:

U The team made rollout go/no-go decisions based on
whether objectives were being met, as opposed to
whether previously agreed plans could be delivered into
production/operations. The programme used
governance groups, such as its Implementation Control
Centre (ICC) to closely monitor how the rollout of the
service was going, and slow down/speed up accordingly.

U The programme plans initially had simple phases
based on outcomes. Following the reset of the
programme, the phases were given goals such as ‘make
the service scalable’, rather than detailed milestones of
delivery of points or features.

The governance of programme risks focused on
understanding the risk and actively managing the risk to
the service - There can be atendency for programmes to
offload risk onto operational teams. For example, a
programme hands over a finished system to an operations
team, thereby meeting a delivery milestone, but leaving the
operations team to manually manage the challenges and
resulting issues created in the gap between the system and
how it needs to be operated.

After the programme reset, UC created a culture where the
risk to the service as a whole, end-to-end was mapped, and
flight path to managing the entire risk was plotted in detail.

Where appropriate, the programme created cross-
functional teams focused on meeting specific goals.

0 These teams were given specific problems to solve, or
tasked with delivering improvements in key metrics,
rather than asked to deliver specific solutions.

U Later, the teams were structured around a set of service
goals to guide the ongoing development of the service
that were based on the original programme goals but
took into account what had been learned. These were
used to help governance understand and prioritise
development activity.



Outcomes
over

milestones

Examples of the focus on objectives over

milestones:

Q

During the Move to UC phase the programme focused
on how to move people safely onto UC from legacy
benefits. While this could have been achieved by simply
issuing notices to claimants of those benefits, the
programme realised it was important to ensure that the
most vulnerable claimants on certain legacy benefits had
appropriate support to claim and, therefore, designed and

iterated an enhanced support journey for those cohorts.

Pausing and slowing the initial rollout of the ‘Full
Service’to all job centres that started in May 2016, so
that the schedule slowed down between Jan-March 2018,
while issues were resolved.

The focus on payment timeliness.

a

In 2017, prior to the national rollout of the service, only
55% of households were being paid on time. As of
October 20247, 96% of households received all their
payment on time, with 99% receiving some or all of
their payment on time. To achieve this the programme
assembled teams spanning product development and
operations working on improving this measure.

Q

Q

Their work included adding more detailed
measurement within the service and sharing of the
resulting data. This included lead indicators for late
payments locally and nationally to help all staff
determine the cause for each blocker and delay to
payment. Further evidence was gathered from research
with claimants to help product teams understand the
reasons for delays.

Improvements ranged from SMS reminders to claimants
to prompt them to complete payment blocking tasks,
and the ‘trigger model’ of prioritising agent time, so that
the caseload of each agent was prioritised so that
claims with payment blockers that could be fixed by
agents were dealt with first.

The progress of this drive to improve payment
timeliness, including an analysis of the problems and
the programme’s approach to tackling is discussed in
detail in the National Audit Office’s report ‘Universal
Credit: getting to first payment’(2020).

1. Universal Credit statistics, 29 April 2013 to 9 January 2025 - GOV.UK



https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/move-to-universal-credit-insight-on-income-support-and-housing-benefit-and-initial-esa-cohort-activity/move-to-universal-credit-insight-on-income-support-and-housing-benefit-and-initial-esa-cohort-activity
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/move-to-universal-credit-insight-on-income-support-and-housing-benefit-and-initial-esa-cohort-activity/move-to-universal-credit-insight-on-income-support-and-housing-benefit-and-initial-esa-cohort-activity
https://www.nao.org.uk/reports/universal-credit-getting-to-first-payment/
https://www.nao.org.uk/reports/universal-credit-getting-to-first-payment/
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/universal-credit-statistics-29-april-2013-to-9-january-2025/universal-credit-statistics-29-april-2013-to-9-january-2025

Outcomes
over

milestones:
Key
takeaways

“The team were there

to deliver ‘outcomes’”

“We avoided the trap of
hitting the deadline but
missing the point”.

“Clear outcomes and
boundaries helped drive
creative solutions.”

“Because we were organised around
outcomes, we said: ‘we’ll come to you
every week to show how it’s improving,
ifyou let us do what we need to do.””

“Some of the things we've done
recently e.g. on A/B testing have

been because we've got really
clear outcomes.”




5 Use simple governance at
every level that supports
and empowers the team

The programme had a simple governance
structure with a very effective key forum,
Programme Delivery Executive (PDE), where
decisions were made ‘in the room’ by
empowered members.

Governance forums were created within the
programme for cross-cutting issues, with
necessary representation from outside the
programme invited in. As opposed to requiring
teams to require sign off from different external
governance forums in the department.

The Programme’s Management Office
(PMO) was more than an administrative
function for the leadership and
governance forums. The PMO was across
the financial aspects and issues facing
the programme.

The governance style in the
programme was one of ‘Go and see€’,
rather than only reading board papers
and monitoring progress reports.
Interactive Show and Tell sessions,
and intelligent challenge forums were
an important part of the programme’s
governance.



Simple
governance

Post-reset, the programme had a simple
governance structure, with a single forum
Programme Delivery Executive (PDE)
beneath a cross governmental programme
board.

The programme governance simplified decision making
and empowered the teams working to deliver the
service.

Q

The culture of PDE (covered in Lesson 1: ‘Leadership
and Culture’) percolated through the rest of the
programme.

PDE was kept small, limited to active participants to
ensure timely and effective decision-making.

Members or their fully empowered representatives were
required to present to make decisions ‘in the room’, as
opposed to in other forums or smaller groupings. This
resulted in clarity over where decisions are made, and
speed of decisions.

It governed all aspects of the service, allowing joined-
up decisions to be made about priorities.

Having a single forum gave clarity for all teams about
the vision and plan.

Design decisions were not made PDE, instead they
were delegated to the teams building the service.

The conversation at PDE was typically about the
achievement of outcomes, and related issues and risks
to those, rather than tracking milestones based on
specific functionality delivered.

Stakeholders were brought into governance forums,
rather than requiring teams to go out to external forums
to make decisions.

PDE met weekly throughout the programme, originally
for three hours a week but shortened as needed or run
longer as required. The leadership viewed the forum as
a place where work was done, and decisions made
rather than a discussion forum, or place to sign off
papers.



Simple
governance

The governance in the programme was also
one of ‘go see’, rather than the consumption
of board papers and dashboards.

O Show and Tell sessions were an important part of the
programme’s governance following the reset. These
forums involved key internal and cross governmental
stakeholders, providing transparency on progress and
allowing honest discussion and questioning with the
teams delivering the service.

O Earlyin the programme post-reset, these were frequent
and involved the whole team and the most senior
stakeholders, including ministers. As the programme
matured, Show and Tells were held weekly, with
external stakeholders attending less frequent, and
larger events.

The programme board, which sat above
PDE, protected the programme and
removed blockers to progress.

O Initially the programme board contained all of DWP’s
directors general and included directors general from
HMRC and HMT, giving it the power to make decisions
which didn’t require further external approval.

O Later, post-2018 it became a place to raise issues
beyond the programme’s control, and allowed the SRO
to influence externally with it’s support where there was
agreement. The programme was now a powerful
influencer given the reputation it had built in the
intervening years post-reset. These were both incredibly
helpful in allowing the programme to make progress.

U The programme board minutes and papers allow for
high level ‘fossil-record’ of progress. The decision to
publish the papers two years after discussions allows
for a transparency, while protecting PDE from external
scrutiny on detail which might have served to derail
discussions there.



Necessary governance forums were could go to a single forum for key service decisions,
. . rather than seeking approval from various different

created W|tl'.||n the progra.mm.e, YVIth . discipline forums.

representation from outside invited in.

Therefore, the programme did not have to O The programme set up dedicated subgroups from

.. PDE with authority, over specific tasks, for example:
go externally for approval for decisions

O  Agroup to govern the Move to UC process;
L The programme also had a limited set of specialist

governance forums that teams building the service O Agroup to monitor and govern the rollout of change
used, such as a technical design authority, risk across operations teams nationally: the
. assurance control group, and intelligent challenge ‘Implementation Control Centre’ forum.
SI m p '-e forums which allowed stakeholders to interrogate
and challenge design decisions. The programme’s PMO was more than an

governance

o , administrative function for the leadership
O These forums were within the programme, and in

many cases, stakeholders from the wider and governance forums

department but outside the programme were invited
to join. This approach resulted in programme teams
not having to prepare for and attend many different
external governance forums which was a more
effective use of time and resource.

O The PMO was on top of the financial aspects and
actively kept track of issues facing the programme,
rather than only serving as an administrative
function.

O The key internal design governance forum for
decisions around cross cutting issues was the
Working Business Design Authority. This was
attended by people from all disciplines, for example,
technical, design, research, operations, product,
policy, security. This brought the benefit that teams




“Different types of governance
to meet different stages and
phases.”

Simple
governance:

Key
takeaways

“The Implementation Control Centre,
with people from the front line on it,
met every week - we wanted to be the
first to know if there were issues and
Start to take action.”

“Agile applies to governance
too. Keep it dynamic.”

“The way we tracked progress was
completely different. The programme
governance came to the team (Show
& Tell), not vice-versa.”




The programme helped stakeholders to
separate policy/political engagement
from service design engagement, to
create more effective conversations.

6 Use evidence and feedback
from users and staff and foster
strong and trusting relationships
with stakeholders.

The programme conducted
research with users to understand

Early in the programme
y ARe issues with the service and how to

stakeholders were ‘managed’ at

arms length in a way to protect MPToR
the programme under pressure.
Later they were brought closer The programme created feedback
and involved in relevant design Over time, the programme loops with staff, stakeholders and
discussions. created a partnership style users to listen to the impact of
relationship with stakeholders changes in the service and
which required listening and constantly adjust.

building of trust.



Evidence,
feedback

and
stakeholders

The programme used data from the service
and feedback from claimants and staff to

improve.

The programme created direct feedback loops with

staff, to listen to how changes were landing, and

constantly adjusted to improve outcomes:

Q

Governance functions such as the Implementation
Control Centre were set up which monitored the
progress of the initial rollout of the service, and
subsequent progress of legacy benefit claimants
moving to UC. This function gave the programme
early warning of issues being discovered as the
service was rolled out.

A team in the programme actively tracked the impact
of each release on staff and claimants with surveys
and spot checks.

The programme set up and maintained a network of
local experts within the operations team who became
focal points of contact for all agents. These ‘Service
Innovation Leads’ gathered and organised feedback,

raising issues in the same tracking system as the
team supporting the service. This was the same
system used by those building and developing the
service. This ensured direct and rapid communication
between those delivering the service to claimants,
and those designing and building the service.

The service also allowed agents to give direct
feedback throughout the service, which was
distributed automatically back to the respective team
that owned that area of the service.

The programme also used data from analysing the
reasons for claimant telephony contact, and
feedback left on gov.uk, to assist in prioritisation of
effort, and prompt detection of issues.



Evidence,
feedback

and
stakeholders

The programme conducted research with
claimants and staff to improve the service

The programme conducted research with users (staff
and claimants) to understand issues with the service
and how to improve:

U As part of the overall process of ‘Test and Learn’
outlined in Lesson 3, the programme did not develop
features without first undertaking research with
claimants and staff. This included contextual research
around particular aspects of claimants’ lives and the
relevant area of the service, as well as researching the
performance of the existing service before and after any
changes.

O Laterinthe programme, it made increasing use of A/B
testing to evaluate the most effective design changes —
where different variants of an interface or journey are
presented to different groups of users, with the results
measured to understand which journeys and interfaces
best helped claimants to make correct claims.

The programme’s analysis division conducted and
commissioned research’ into claimant experience of the
UC service, and the impact of UC on them, as well as the
experiences of staff of delivering UC. For example, to help
the programme understand:

0 Why some former legacy benefit claimants do not
complete their claims for UC when invited

U Take-up and usage of advance payments of UC

Claimant understanding of different aspects of the
service

O Experience of claimants who use telephony to access
the service.

1. These can be found in the DWP research reports collection on GOV.UK



https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/research-reports

Evidence,
feedback

and
stakeholders

The programme transformed how it worked
with stakeholders, such as campaign groups
and charities.

Early in the programme, contact with stakeholders was
carefully managed to protect the programme under
pressure. Many stakeholders were managed at arms length
from the team from the start of the project until 2018.

While this may have allowed the team to focus, the
programme missed out on useful information and
knowledge from stakeholders. Furthermore, the resulting
negative publicity about the service, due in part to the
protection put around the programme, is likely to have
materially impacted how claimants interacted with it,
delaying some from making claims?.

Under the recommendation of the NAO and IPA in 20182 the
programme started to move to a partnership relationship
where a useful exchange of ideas could help the
programme. The journey from managed at arms length to
partnership took several years and the slow building of trust.
The pivot of the programme during the Covid-19 pandemic
had an impact and also provided a reset point once
engagement restarted after the pandemic.

The following changes helped foster more of a partnership
relationship:

0 The programme helped stakeholders to separate
policy and political engagement from service design
engagement, to create more effective conversations that
the programme could work with. For policy engagement,
the programme was able to signpost stakeholders to
lobbying activity and engage more directly in the
practical issues of the service design and delivery.

O The programme explained the test and learn philosophy
(Lesson 3: ‘“Test and Learn’) and encouraged active
stakeholders to focus their feedback on defining
problems, and supplying useful evidence, rather than
lobbying for specific solutions.

O The programme became less defensive over time and
was more honest about what could not be changed.
Explaining why something can’t be done is more
useful to stakeholders as it allows them to focus on
effective engagement on areas where change is
possible. Stakeholders appreciate knowing when the
answer is ‘no’. Not being honest at the time creates
problems down the track.

1. NAO: Universal Credit: getting to First payment (2020) p27
2. NAO: Rolling out Universal Credit (2018) p.27



The programme learned the importance of
tailoring communications. While making
them consistent with the overall public
communication, it was also important to
make them relevant to stakeholders.

U The programme held monthly forums for stakeholders
with a dedicated inbox, topical newsletters and offered

EVi d en Ce, 1:1s with key stakeholders and senior civil servants.

Where possible, representatives attended and spoke at
feed baCk stakeholder events.

O The programme tailored communications to different
internal stakeholders, such as ministers, frontline
operational staff, and other employees. Messages
needed to be tested to understand how they would be
received (for example removing any contradictions)

and before they went out.
O The programme developed clear, consistent )
stakeholders messaging. This can be difficult to achieve for both U The programme also learned to be brave W'th_ the
internal and external audiences. Everyone had and used messages it had - people need to understand if
the same message when communicating externally, but something can not be done and the reason why.
this meant a breadth and variety of communication in
practice.

U The programme learned the importance of being clear
on the scope of the communications, particularly with
external stakeholders, where there needs to be an
explanation that politics and policy may be out of scope.
This allowed clearer communication relating to delivery
issues.




Evidence,
feedback and

stakeholders:
Key
takeaways

“Don’t underestimate the
importance of consistency of
messaging, and how difficult that
can be.”

“Try to separate out politics from
the discussions, try to distance
from the policy and politics to
deliver.”

“Be responsive to addressing

concerns where we could. No

engagement for engagements
sake.”

“Apologise when you get things
wrong — this builds trust with
Stakeholders.”




Thank You

To the many people who agreed to speak to us about their experience of the programme, past and
present:

Thank you for sharing your history, valuable insights, and feedback. We appreciate your time and

Th an k YO U contributions.
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