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D Executive summary

Government and essential services have fundamentally
changed. More and more services have gone digital, meaning
that the problems people face often require digital support.

The scale of the challenge is high: between 14 and 22 million
people in the UK face one or more barriers to using digital
services." This could be skills, confidence, or being able to
afford being online.

In response, Citizens Advice have set up digital support
services, both as part of our daily work, and as dedicated
outreach and support. The range of services delivered across
our network of local offices give us a unique perspective on
how effective digital support can be delivered. In the
document that follows we summarise 5 key things we've
learned about providing effective digital support.

These lessons are drawn from a combination of 4 local service
visits, semi structured interviews and focus groups with 24
advisers, adviser surveys, and 800 evidence forms relating to
cases where clients faced digital exclusion issues.

These lessons are for anyone interested in learning more
about local digital support - Local Authorities, Combined

Authorities, anyone who commissions services or who is

thinking about wider digital inclusion policymaking.

Our role also means we're acutely aware of the challenges
facing services delivering digital inclusion support.

Citizens Advice is one of many organisations offering vital
digital inclusion support. Many services have been funded by
health bodies or via the UK Government's Digital Inclusion
Innovation Fund.

Whilst these have provided valuable support to trial new and
innovative approaches to digital inclusion, these funds are
often short term in nature, leaving uncertainty around the
future of support.

We call on the UK Government to consider long term

sustainable funding options to support local digital inclusion
services.

Providing effective digital support: 5 key lessons

1. Help people with the tasks they want to do, instead of
offering ‘digital skills’

2. Empower people to do tasks themselves.
3. Run outreach services to meet people where they are
4. Build trust over time with face to face support

5. Offer digital support side by side with other services,
such as advice.


https://www.connectionproject.co.uk/_files/ugd/fd3013_cd51450f851247b39f5fdfad121bafcf.pdf
https://www.connectionproject.co.uk/_files/ugd/fd3013_cd51450f851247b39f5fdfad121bafcf.pdf

D Government and essential services have fundamentally
changed. Digital support is now part of advice.

Government and essential services have gone digital. When we asked advisers @
These days, when someone wants to apply for benefits, get about digita| exclusion: O
a Council Tax Reduction, manage energy bills or do their %

banking, these key services are all mainly online.
find they spend more time with clients,

Between 14 and 22 million people in the UK face one or 32% but often with basic digital tasks and
more barriers to using digital services." Some people don't not advice

feel confident going online. Others struggle to afford
internet, a mobile phone or a laptop.

say it has increased their own
workload, and 9% say it puts more
pressure on the service

This means when people seek our help and advice to 1 7%
access essential services, more and more often digital
support is needed before they can resolve their issue.

Our advisers often end up providing on-the-spot digital find it harder to do their job, often
support to help people who come to us, such as recovering 1 5%

: . _ . describing difficulties accessing
online accounts or helping people fill out online forms.

information or records

Some advice hubs have built dedicated digital support for

the people who come to us. say it delays access to vital services

139/ like Universal Credit, housing
support and council tax reductions

Survey of Citizens Advice advisers April 2026 (n=175)?


https://www.connectionproject.co.uk/_files/ugd/fd3013_cd51450f851247b39f5fdfad121bafcf.pdf

I Citizens Advice offers digital support across the country

Citizens Advice offices around the country are
delivering vital support and research to meet
local digital needs.

At the last count, we have nearly 40 digital
support services in England, and more in
Scotland and Wales.
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Digital support is emerging in different ways across advice services:

On the spot support: Advisers offer digital support during advice
sessions - it's necessary to do their jobs. Advisers need information
to be able to help a client - such as bank statements, benefits
status, tenancy agreements - which is often online. They fill in
online forms, help unlock accounts, recover email addresses and
upload pdf documents. This has become part of advice.

Dedicated, in-house support: Some local offices have set up a
specific digital service to help people learn and engage with digital
tasks. Advisers refer into the service and clients come in for help
with form-filling, official emails and using portals for accessing
benefits, housing, utilities, and more. Some services offer free
devices and data, to help people who struggle to afford the basics
for digital access.

Outreach support: Other offices have gone further and secured
funding for outreach support, where workers and volunteers go
out into the community to meet people where they are, in warm
spaces, community centres, libraries, high streets and medical

centres. Some services offer individual sessions to help build digital
skills and confidence.



Providing
effective
digital
support

5 key lessons

These lessons are drawn from data
gathered across local offices. This
includes 4 local service visits, semi
structured interviews and focus
groups with 24 advisers, adviser
surveys, and 800 evidence forms
relating to cases where clients faced
digital exclusion issues.

Learning 1) Help people with the tasks
they want to do, instead of offering
‘digital skills'.

Learning 2) Empower people to do tasks
themselves.

Learning 3) Run outreach services to
meet people where they are.

Learning 4) Build trust over time with
face to face support.

Learning 5) Offer digital support side by
side with other services, such as advice.



Il Learning 1)

Help people with the tasks
they want to do, instead of
offering ‘digital skills’ .

=» People don't always think of themselves as ‘digitally
excluded'.

=» Many of the services we looked at help people with
practical tasks, which happen to involve a digital element.
We help people resolve a billing issue, apply for social
housing or look up transport links.

=» We find that some people won't engage with ‘digital
support’ but they will engage with a service that helps
them do the tasks they want to do, as illustrated in Dash’s
story below.

Dash’s Story

Dash* is a single father in financial hardship. When his child’s
school asked him to register for Free School Meals online, it
came as a surprise and he didn’t feel confident he could do it.
Worried he couldn’t afford his child’s meals, Dash came to a
community hub for support. The adviser explained the
process and sat with him while he navigated the online form,
which he was able to submit on the day.

SUESI Manchester

advice

One example of this is Citizens Advice Manchester’s
digital hubs, which aren’t advertised as digital
support.

Instead, people come in with a practical problem, and
digital support becomes the route to resolving it.

Advisers support clients to work through their problems
on a computer, which builds digital skills, confidence and
independence. They provide face-to-face advice across 10
locations in the city, delivering around 40 sessions each
month.

Citizens Advice Manchester's service:

1in 3 10

367 32

average monthly | average monthly [f2f issues resolved) community hubs

through digital
support alone

clients helped f2f sessions

See appendix for a full case study

*Names changed to protect anonymity



D Learning 2)

66

(di{r{=4: North East
Derbyshire

Empower People to do An example of this is Citizens Advice North East
taSks themSEIves. Derbyshire, who provide 1-1 digital sessions to help

people with the tasks they need to do.

The team empower clients to lead the sessions with what's
important in their lives. This helps them build practical skills
in daily life, and by coming back and learning more each
time, clients build resilience.

=>» Local offices tell us it's usually better to empower
clients to do digital tasks themselves. This helps
them become independent.

=» Improving digital confidence is often a matter of

overcoming the fear of doing something wrong or €6 \We helped Janice* with the StageCoach app, showed her
breaking something. in real time the bus routes, where it was delayed... It gave
her a new lease of life...she's more mobile, more 9
=» Face to face support works well, because clients can independent. - Adviser

try new skills themselves, with a volunteer or staff
member standing by to help.
Citizens Advice North East Derbyshire:

Saba* was sitting at a bus stop to link to the local pub’s 0 0
Wi-Fi to be able to send us the documents we needed 700+ 1 200+ §ce855e/(? . gzd/:? .
i individuals 1-to-1s improved their
to support a case... We set up her up with a hotspot 99 'S”ur;\é'orted delivered online services digital
and a SIM card... That changed her life. as a result confidence

- Adviser

See appendix for a full case study
*Names changed to protect anonymity 7



1 1)L Lewes
D Learning 3) advice TR

Run OUtreaCh Services to Citizens Advice Lewes District have 10 rural locations
meet pecple Where they around East Sussex.

are. They work in village halls, churches, train stations and
food banks, offering 1-1 support. They'll goto 2 or 3

: . , , venues a week for 3-hour face to face drop ins.
=> Many of our services run digital outreach in their local

communities. This could be in warm spaces, libraries, In rural areas, transport can be expensive. When the
community centres, GP surgeries and many other teams go out into the community, they get a good
places. response, by being a familiar face and building trust with
local people.
=» Face to face work builds familiar and trusted
relationships. 66 For the client, it's about a familiar face. Going to see
somebody here they are comfortable and in their
= Inrural areas outreach can be quicker and more community... it's nice for them to know there's going
convenient for local people. It can also reduce cost to be somebody from Citizens Advice there at the 9
barriers for people trying to access services. village hall. )
- Adviser

In just 3 months...

140 94 89%

sessions individuals improved their
delivered supported digital confidence

See appendix for a full case study



D Learning 4)

Build trust over time with
face to face support

=>» Digital support can cover sensitive topics - people’s
finances, their housing situation, debts, encounters
with fraud, employment, and so on.

=» Some people feel left behind by technology, and like
they should be able to keep up.

=» The teams see a lot of pride and embarrassment
around accessing digital support. People can find it
difficult to come forward and ask for help.

=» Face to face support over repeat interactions helps to
build trust, which is vital to help people engage in
digital learning.

=» Face to face support can also be valuable where people
face additional barriers when interacting with digital
services, for example where services are not accessible
based on their English language skills, physical
disabilities, cognitive challenges and mental health.

66

66

A lot of the places where I'm at are mining communities.
They're very proud people... Sometimes rather than
asking for help or maybe admitting that you're not as
digital as others, people would rather suffer in silence.”

’

- Adviser (Yorkshire)

It's about that familiar face, somebody you can trust.
Some of the things they talk to us about are very, very 44

sensitive. Trust is really key.
- Adviser (Lewes)




D Learning 5)

Offer digital support side
by side with other
services, such as advice

=» We find local advice services work better with a
dedicated digital support service. This frees up
advisers to give people the advice they need,
instead of focusing on digital tasks.

=» Teams speak of higher engagement when they're
out in the community, at food banks for example. It
means people know where to find them.

=» Digital services can help people access financial
support for people, by helping them get unclaimed
benefits, do online savings exercises or apply for
support such as Council Tax Reduction.

=» This means digital support services can offer a
strong return on investment.

W1iv-1- 3 Doncaster
EL\Y -3 Borough

The South Yorkshire Digital Inclusion Project has helped
hundreds of people and achieved £1.4 million in
financial gains for clients.*

Since 2024, the team has reached former mining towns
across the boroughs of Doncaster, Sheffield, Barnsley and
Wakefield. 60% of their clients say they struggle to keep up
with affording technology, 40% have no device and 20% have
no broadband at home.**

At the foundation of the service are volunteer ‘Advice
Champions’ with deep roots in local neighbourhoods.
Without the trust of residents, the service could not have
succeeded.

4000+ | £1.4m | 650 920

people received a
4-week training
course

digital issues | financial gains
resolved for clients*

community
locations

*Calculations are based on unclaimed eligible benefits and online cost
savings exercises, e.g. applications for council tax reduction.

**Data from Citizens Advice Doncaster Borough, 2026.

See appendix for a full case study. 10



I We're calling for sustainable

funding for digital support
services

Despite demand increasing, digital support services are
struggling. Many services have been funded, but these
funding streams are drying up. Local organisations are
offering vital digital support, which must be protected.

We welcome the UK Government's Digital Inclusion
Innovation Fund. It has helped local services grow and
expand.

But, sustainable funding for digital services is needed to
support local organisations to continue to help people.

We call on the UK Government to consider long term
sustainable funding options to support local digital
inclusion services.

Without digital support, many people will struggle to
engage with essential services. The impact of digital
support is clear - now is the time to make these services
fit for the long term.

Digital exclusion is a challenge that is likely to
stay, and so will need continued funding. This is
because:

Digital inclusion is not a stable state.

People move in and out of inclusion, for example
when their phone breaks, or when they encounter a
task they've never done online before.

Some people will always struggle to
be online.

Some health conditions, dexterity issues or cognitive
challenges (for example some forms of dementia)
mean that some people will always need help with
digital tasks, or proxy support.

Technology will continue to change.

As new technologies are adopted, there will always
be a lag where some people are trying to catch up.
Digital support services will always be needed to
help people build skills and confidence.

11
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Case study: Digital Connect
Citizens Advice North East Derbyshire

Each week, the Digital Connect team go out into the community to help people get things done, digitally. They go into warm
spaces, libraries, community spaces and medical centres, and offer people a free 8-session digital skills programme
tailored to their specific needs. Over the 8 sessions, they help people overcome their fear of getting things wrong and
build the confidence they need to complete tasks online.

Digital Connect offers:
“We helped Janice* with the StageCoach app and showed
her in real time the bus routes... It gave her a new lease of
life.”

8 x 1 hour digital support sessions (1-1)
Free devices working with a local
computer refurbishment scheme

Free data from the National Databank?
Community outreach

- Adviser

700+ | 1200+ 25 41

individuals 1-to-1s group sessions | devices loaned
supported delivered delivered or gifted

/”Saba* was sitting at a bus stop to link to the
local pub’s Wi-Fi to be able to send us the
documents we needed to support a case...
We set up her up with a hotspot and a SIM
card... That changed her life.”

k - Adviser

97% 922% | 88% 83%

improved accessed managed
their digital online services | finances online
confidence as a result as a result

client
satisfaction

The Digital Connect service acts as a vital bridge to digital support so that people can be online to talk to their work
coach, manage online banking or contact friends and family. Giving out devices and data helps tackle affordability and
the 1-1 sessions help build confidence in local people. Our advisers can help people more easily when they're online.

13

* Examples use pseudonyms to protect both client and adviser identities.


https://www.goodthingsfoundation.org/our-services/national-databank

I Case study: South Yorkshire Digital Inclusion Project
Citizens Advice Doncaster Borough

Since 2024, the South Yorkshire team has been reaching former mining towns across the boroughs of Doncaster,
Sheffield, Barnsley and Wakefield. 60% of their clients say they struggle to keep up with affording technology, 40% have no
device and 20% have no broadband at home.* At the foundation of the service are volunteer ‘Advice Champions’ with deep
roots in local neighbourhoods. Without the trust of residents, the service could not have succeeded.

The project has reached thousands of residents:

e The team commit to “solve the problem where it is,” “We need to empower these people. Because we're
running sessions in 90 community locations. not always going to be there.”
e People typically present needing help applying for - Adviser

benefits from the local council or Universal Credit.

e Ifwilling and able, individuals embark on a 4-week
course to gain digital skills and confidence.

e Device donations for those in digital poverty provide

4000+ | £1.4m 650

At | ¢ : i i le received a
opportunities like writing CVs and applying for jobs. digital issues financial gains | P b ini
PP & PPIyINg Tor] resolved for clients* 4-week training
course
“A lot of the places where I'm at are mining communities. 1 6 o 0 9 0
They're very proud people... Sometimes rather than asking 75 0
for help or maybe admitting that you're not as digital as tablets laptops Uiy

others, people would rather suffer in silence.” distributed donated oS

- Adviser

Despite its huge success, the project’s future is uncertain. Citizens Advice Doncaster Borough has been very proactive in
securing funds. Like many similar services, the project was funded from the regional NHS public health budget. But with cuts to

Integrated Care Boards, the funding has now stopped. It isn’'t clear where people who need the service should go now.
14

* Calculations are based on unclaimed eligible benefits and online cost savings exercises, e.g. applications for council tax reduction.



Citizens Advice Manchester

I Case study: Digital Inclusion through Face-to-Face Advice

People don't always think of themselves as digitally excluded, so Citizens Advice Manchester’'s hubs aren’t advertised as
digital support. Instead, people come in with a practical problem, and digital support becomes the route to resolving it.
Advisers work on an empowerment model. They support clients to work through their problems on a computer, which
builds digital skills, confidence and independence. They run 10 face-to-face hubs across the city.

@se study \

Dash* is a single father in financial hardship. When his child’s
school asked him to register for Free School Meals online, it
came as a surprise and he didn't feel confident he could do it.

Worried he couldn’t afford his child’s meals, Dash came to the
community hub for support. The adviser explained the process
and sat with him while he navigated the online form, which he

Qas able to submit on the day. /
"I think a lot of people are digitally

confident to an extent and it's definitely not
a 0 or 100 type situation... A lot of people
set up an account and are able to do basic
stuff on their phone. But when they get
these complicated forms or really wordy
messages that get sent to them that
they don't really understand, that's

what throws them. And that's where the

wit is for a lot of people.” - Adviser /

1iIn3
f2f issues resolved

through digital
support alone

CY.

average monthly | average monthly
clients helped f2f sessions

10

community
hubs

367

Both communities and advice services benefit:;

e Common issues include filling forms for housing
support, Council Tax Reduction and bus passes.

e 1in 3issues (35%) that present face-to-face are
resolved through the digital support service.

e Live video support with an Adviceline adviser is
available for more complex or urgent issues.

e Some hubs offer support in additional languages like
Urdu to reflect the community's needs.

By emphasising the practical over the digital, and firmly
rooting itself in local neighbourhoods, Citizens Advice
Manchester is able to empower people to take their first
steps into the digital world. 15

* Examples use pseudonyms to protect both client and adviser identities.



Case study: Digital Inclusion Innovation Fund winners
Citizens Advice Lewes District and Citizens Advice Staffordshire North & Stoke-on-Trent

This year, the Government's Digital Inclusion Citizens Advice Staffordshire North & Stoke-on-Trent used the fund to get out to
Innovation Fund helped several of our local places they wouldn't usually go. The people they see have often built themselves up
offices to deliver digital support in people’s to seek advice, so it's crucial not to send them away and lose that momentum. The
neighbourhoods.® team set up a hub in a shopping centre to give digital support there and then.
e Akeyimouatonwasto il Wyser s, tansrbs adc sesion
help possible. But alongside innovation, our local an Al tool which frees up adviser time / translates 'Fhem into other

. . L for appointments by automating routine languages if needed
offices need long-term, sustained and reliable e v/ writes them up into case notes

funding to deliver this work at the required scale.

“It is about that familiarity, that familiar
face, somebody that you can trust. |

Lewes District Citizens Advice serve an older demographic, with 1.in 4 think trust is really, really key. Because
people 65 or over (compared to 1in 5 in England and Wales).® In a 3 month some of the things they talk to us about

pilot, the team embedded digital inclusion into their main advice drop-in are very, very sensitive.” - Adviser
clinics. This way, locals get the right help before their problems escalate. \

In just 3 months...

Partnered with TechResort, local v Devices donated with individualised

digital support specialists support setting them up

Volunteers trained to deliver v Referrals through drop-in clinics 1 40 94 89%

dedicated digital support and a rural outreach service sessions individuals improved their

delivered supported digital confidence

The Lewes pilot was made possible by the Digital Inclusion Innovation Fund.
Over the 3 month pilot period, the project overshot its target for digital 63 26 1 0
inclusion sessions by nearly double. This speaks to the project’s success, devices community- new volunteer

but also to the extent of need in the community. distributed based sessions recruits



https://www.ons.gov.uk/visualisations/censusareachanges/E07000063/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/visualisations/censusareachanges/E07000063/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/ageing/articles/profileoftheolderpopulationlivinginenglandandwalesin2021andchangessince2011/2023-04-03
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/digital-inclusion-innovation-fund/digital-inclusion-innovation-fund
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/digital-inclusion-innovation-fund/digital-inclusion-innovation-fund

Research methodology

For this mixed-methods research, we drew on desk research as well as primary evidence from 4 sources. We conducted: (1) a review of evidence
forms, (2) adviser surveys, (3) online group interviews with advisers and (4) in-person interviews with individual advisers.

1. Review of evidence forms

Our advisers submit evidence forms to describe cases of concern they see coming through the door. We reviewed 882 cases submitted between
March 1st 2025 and February 28th 2026 related to digital exclusion in the following areas: energy, water, broadband and mobile, online banking,
Universal Credit, and local authority benefits and homelessness cases. We thematically coded and analysed these cases to identify common or
overarching issues. Several client case studies were also sourced through this process.

2. Adviser surveys

The Network Panel survey is a monthly survey which goes out to advisers in our local offices. We asked about digital exclusion and the impacts
on both clients and advisers in the December 2025 Network Panel survey. We asked about the prevalence and detriment associated with digital
exclusion in the April 2026 survey. Both surveys were comprised of a series of multiple choice and free text questions. For each of the multiple
choice questions used in this research, the number of respondents was between 155 and 177.

3. Online group interviews

We conducted 2 online group interviews (approximately 1.5 hours each) with a total of 11 advisers with experience supporting digitally excluded
clients. Interviews were semi-structured and the transcripts analysed thematically. Fieldwork took place on February 25th and March 4th 2026.

4. Face to face in-depth interviews

We visited 4 of our local offices, each with experience delivering dedicated digital support services to local people. We conducted a total of 13
in-depth interviews (approximately 50 minutes each) with individual advisers. Interviewees were recruited based on their experience delivering
digital inclusion support and/or supporting digitally excluded clients in their advice specialisms. Interviews were semi-structured and the
transcripts were analysed thematically. Fieldwork took place between March 23rd and April 23rd, 2026.

17



Endnotes

1. The Connection Project, ‘Misconnected: how the UK can choose a better digital future,’ (March 2026, p. 32).

2. See note 2 in ‘Research Methodology'.

3. The National Databank provides free mobile data for people without internet access. It was launched in July 2021 by Good Things
Foundation in partnership with Virgin Media O2 and has since gained support from VodafoneThree.

4. Calculations are based on unclaimed eligible benefits and online cost savings exercises, e.g. applications for Council Tax Reduction.

5. For DSIT's original commitment in ‘Digital inclusion action plan: first steps,’ (February 2025), see chapter 5d, ‘Building confidence and
supporting local delivery.’ In DSIT's update paper ‘Digital inclusion action plan: one year on,’ (March 2026), see the section ‘What have
we been doing since and where next?’ for discussion of the £11.9 million Digital Inclusion Innovation Fund.

6. These figures are from the most recent census data collected in 2021. For the Lewes District figures, see Office for National Statistics,
‘How life has changed in Lewes: Census 2021," (January 2023), which states 26.5% of the population were aged 65 and over. For the
England and Wales figures, see Office for National Statistics, ‘Profile of the older population living in England and Wales in 2021 and
changes since 2011, (April 2023), which puts the proportion of people aged 65 and over at 18.6%.
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https://www.connectionproject.co.uk/_files/ugd/fd3013_cd51450f851247b39f5fdfad121bafcf.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/digital-inclusion-action-plan-first-steps/digital-inclusion-action-plan-first-steps#chapter-five
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/digital-inclusion-action-plan-one-year-on/digital-inclusion-action-plan-one-year-on#what-have-we-been-doing-since-and-where-next
https://www.ons.gov.uk/visualisations/censusareachanges/E07000063/

