Lessons from
the Storm
Five insights for UK government
technology from the COVID crisis
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“Opencast has worked at
the sharp end of the digital
response to the pandemic,
helping government
agencies and other suppliers
to deliver new services and
support”

I’m pleased to introduce this new Opencast
paper, sharing our thinking on the lessons for
UK government technology from the COVID
pandemic.
Over the past few months, many have had to
turn to the government to help them through
economic uncertainty. Digital technology has
enabled the delivery of unprecedented levels
of support.

Thanks to the following experts for sharing their views with us,
which are quoted across this paper:

Opencast, a tech consultancy based in
Newcastle, has worked at the sharp end of
the digital response to the pandemic, helping
government agencies and other suppliers to
deliver new services and support.

Michael Brodie, chief executive, NHS Business Services Authority
George Freeman MP, founder, Capital Ideas Foundation
Johnny Hugill, head of research and intelligence, PUBLIC
Jacqueline de Rojas CBE, president, tech UK
Lord Ed Vaizey, former digital minister.

Our support for government has helped us
grow by over 50% as a business since March
2020 – and we see this as part of our scale-up
journey.

Report written by: Julian Blake, working with an Opencast team
including Fiona Hobbs, Charlie Hoult, Jason Kay, Tom Lawson,
Sam Manson, Ben Mincher, Mike O’Brien and Nick Wilson.
Design and infographics by The Works. PR by Rostrum.

Not everything has been rosy, however, and
there have been well-publicised problems,
not least with the government’s track and
trace programme. Problems affect public
trust in technology.
When problems arise, however, rarely is the
technology solely to blame. Support at the
scale and speed we’ve seen in this crisis
would have been impossible without it.

Opencast has learned huge amounts from
our experience, and that of others, about how
important it is to follow established principles
into practice – and the difference they can
Thanks to extensive investment in recent
years, government digital services are leading make in rapid response mode.
the way in putting the needs of users first.
We hope the lessons presented in this paper
will help inform the government, and those
Our clients in other sectors such as financial
working with them, in continuing to deliver
services, are asking us for insights they can
great services for citizens.
learn.

About Opencast
We’re a growing team of specialists who work at the heart of
government, global finance and growth enterprise with a range of
digital consultancy and tech services.
Our OpenCulture empowers independent-minded people in our
mission to do the right thing for our clients, our team and wider
society: good teamwork to make life better.

Tom Lawson
Chief executive,
Opencast

opencastsoftware.com
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Standardised government platforms have
enabled key services that deliver policy
imperatives to be stood up at pace, delivering
vital support for citizens, businesses and the
economy. The big difference the crisis has
made is the speed at which services have
been delivered.
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Introduction

Five lessons for UK
government technology
from the COVID crisis

The arrival of COVID in 2020 turned the lives
of UK citizens upside down. Employment,
travel and social interaction came to a
shuddering halt and the economy slumped1.
The call on government support and systems
to deliver it was enormous – and the response
was fast.

Need for speed

Government should make agile
practices the norm, following
established principles, coupled
with a continued sense of
urgency from the centre.

By the end of May 2020 – just two months
after the government had announced a
national lockdown – government
departments had delivered 69 new digital
services, with a further 46 services in the
pipeline2. Critical new pandemic responses
included the Coronavirus Job Retention
Scheme3 and the Self-Employment Income
Support Scheme4.

Within just two months of lockdown,
government
departments
had delivered

Remote is no obstacle

69

Remote working is a progressive
way forward – and government
should recognise the many benefits
of working from home.

new digital
services
with a further

46

A single delivery platform

The approach taken by HMRC
with its cloud platform for
deploying applications at scale
should be replicated elsewhere.

services in
the pipeline

Better collaboration

Joint working seen between
supplier teams should become
the norm and continue with
government technology
projects moving forward.

Break down silos

Better alignment between
government departments,
should continue by default post
pandemic, helping to deliver
more user-centred services.

4

UK economy limps out of COVID-19 slump as dire 2020 unfolds, www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-britain-economy-idUSKCN24F0IN
Update on the future of GOV.UK, Government Digital Service, 28 May 2020, https://gds.blog.gov.uk/2020/05/28/update-on-the-future-of-gov-uk
3
Claim for wages through the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme, HMRC, 23 December 2020, www.gov.uk/guidance/claim-for-wages-through-the-coronavirus-jobretention-scheme
4
Self-Employment Income Support Scheme, HMRC, 5 November 2020 www.gov.uk/government/publications/self-employment-income-support-scheme-grant-extension
1

2
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Introduction

“The digital output from the pandemic
shows what can be achieved under
pressure and what works when it comes to
delivering good technology fast”

“During the pandemic we have needed
to stand up services at pace and with
confidence in a way that in ‘peace time’
would not have been possible”
Michael Brodie, NHSBSA

Those seeking support under the new
government support schemes turned to
the government’s web platform, GOV.UK, to
make their claims. Services had to be built in
a matter of weeks, to provide the public with
information and financial support.

New digital services built as part of the government’s
coronavirus response5
OTHER: CQC, HSE, RVS,
FCO, CO, CMA

Most claimants found their experience of
making claims relatively easy6, with payments
delivered efficiently. That this happened
so effectively at such scale and with little
downtime – with minimum negative political
impact – was almost entirely down to the
successful deployment of digital technology.

NHSX

BEIS
DVSA
NHSE
DWP

BSA
PHE

Source: List of new digital services provided to the Institute for Government by the Government Digital Service. Key: NHSX = NHS digital innovation unit;
GDS = Government Digital Service; BSA = NHS Business Services Authority; NHS = National Health Service; DHSC = Department of Health & Social Care;
PHE = Public Health England; HMRC = Her Majesty’s Revenue & Customs; DWP = Department for Work & Pensions; NHSE = NHS England;
DVSA = Driver & Vehicle Standards Agency; BEIS = Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy; CQC = Care Quality Commission;
HSE = Health & Safety Executive; RVS = Royal Voluntary Service; FCO = Foreign & Commonwealth Office; CO = Cabinet Office; CMA = Competition & Markets Authority.

New digital services built as part of the government’s coronavirus response, GDS for Institute for Government, listed in Digital Government During Coronavirus, November
2020, www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/digital-government-coronavirus.pdf
6
Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme: awareness, understanding and customer
experience surveys, assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/927941/Coronavirus_Job_Retention_Scheme_-_
awareness__understanding_and_customer_experience_surveys__research_report_595_.pdf

GDS, created in 2011, is tasked with
transforming the provision of UK online
public services8. It has promoted the concept
of 'government as a platform9', offering an
infrastructure of shared digital systems,
technology and processes that can be used
to build excellent, user-centred government
services.

Digital teams were able to draw on work
already under way to deploy new practices,
processes and products. New ways of
working had become mainstream and
enabled the rapid design and development of
new technology systems. These have helped
teams to build and launch new services.
Third-party suppliers have offered vital digital
and service expertise.

HMRC

NHS

Technology was the pulse of the government’s
support system during the pandemic. Its
deployment succeeded because of hard work
by technology teams, building on sustained
investment in digital capabilities over the
previous decade by the Government Digital
Service (GDS)7.

As the Institute of Government argued in a
review in November 2020, the changes made
during the pandemic have built on this work10.

GDS

DHSC

The impact of GDS

“Government responded so efficiently
to the crisis because of sustained
investment in digital capabilities over
the past decade...the changes made
during the pandemic built on this
work”

The pandemic changed and accelerated
this work. Remote working became the
norm, with civil servants and suppliers
working from home – with little negative
impact.

5

6

About us, Government Digital Service, January 2021, www.gov.uk/government/organisations/government-digital-service/about
Transforming GOV.UK: the future of digital public services, gds.blog.gov.uk/2019/11/05/transforming-gov-uk-the-future-of-digital-public-services
9
Government Digital Service: Government as a Platform, gds.blog.gov.uk/category/government-as-a-platform/
10
Digital government during the coronavirus crisis, www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/digital-government-coronavirus.pdf
7
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Introduction

“We need more leadership from the top
to drive digital”
Lord Ed Vaizey

Spending plans
The government’s November 2020 spending review11,
delivered by chancellor Rishi Sunak, showed the
scale of the economic challenge facing the UK. But
the spending review also set out the government's
continued financial commitment to digital delivery
of UK government services12.
Among its commitments were:
• £559 million "to support the modernisation of
technology across the health and care system"
• £33 million to enable GOV.UK to provide "better,
more personalised public services”
•	£32 million "to develop a consistent way of
signing into government services online”.

The government has underlined its financial
commitment to excellent digital services. But the
fact is, it could not have and cannot succeed in future
without them.
The impact of the pandemic effort is that we are now
better prepared for future events – including the
continuing impact of the pandemic – than we were
before.

“Adoption of tech has been so fast by everybody across the country. Our
opportunity is to take advantage of this willingness to adopt technology
and create digital-first services, whilst also being mindful not to leave
behind those who are unable to access technology on the fringes”

“The pandemic has helped align
actual practice, and behaviour, more
closely to existing government
standards”

Jacqueline de Rojas, techUK

“Government can learn
from the experience of the
pandemic response –
much of it positive – to
inform practice in delivering
all future government digital
projects, so that they all
eventually become faster,
stronger, safer and better”

2020 spending review - key digital commitments for 2021/22

£268m

£559m

NHS/DHSC health and
care modernisation

£146m

HMRC
Making
Tax Digital

£200m

Digital
infrastructure
programmes

HMRC IT and
administration

£232m

Home Office IT
and
administration

£64m

Department for Education IT
and administration

£50m

5G spend next year as part
of £250m commitment

£45m

Digital technologies and data,
improving online safety and security

£40m

Ministry of Justice IT and
administration

£33m

GOV.UK to provide “better, more
personalised public services”

£32m

Department for Education IT
and administration

£9.6m

Lessons for UK government technology
This paper draws together our perspective to help
inform future government technology projects,
highlighting five key lessons from the pandemic
response. These are summarised on page 3 and
detailed throughout the report. We also share half a
dozen case studies based on our experience and that
of others of what’s worked best, and where challenges
remain.
Much of what we propose is already set out in existing
frameworks and standards, including the Digital
Service Standard13, Technology Code of Practice14 and
Design Principles15. For technology professionals, it
may seem that none of this is particularly revelatory or
even new. We maintain that the pandemic has helped
align actual practice, and behaviour, more closely to
these standards.
We believe that the UK government can learn from
the experience of the pandemic response – much of
it positive – to inform practice in delivering future
government digital projects, so that they all eventually
become faster, stronger, safer and better.

Data for children
and young people

Spending review 2020, HM Treasury, 15 December 2020, www.gov.uk/government/publications/spending-review-2020-documents/spending-review-2020

Spending review 2020, HM Treasury, 15 December 2020, www.gov.uk/government/publications/spending-review-2020-documents/spending-review-2020
Spending Review to fight virus, deliver promises and invest in UK’s recovery, www.gov.uk/government/news/spending-review-to-fight-virus-deliver-promises-and-investin-uks-recovery

Service Standard, www.gov.uk/service-manual/service-standard
Technology Code of Practice, www.gov.uk/government/publications/technology-code-of-practice/technology-code-of-practice
15
Government Design Principles, www.gov.uk/guidance/government-design-principles

11

13

12

14
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Lesson 1
Need for speed
Urgency was the key driver behind the rapid
response by government to the pandemic.
Tight deadlines relied on an agile approach
to deliver a minimal viable product (MVP)
as quickly as possible. Can urgency be
maintained for government digital projects
moving forward?

“All three COVID scheme services were built from scratch using agile ways of
working, across the entire end-to-end technology stack. We evolved the service
hour by hour, day by day. This was a tremendous collaborative effort across the
whole of the department, not just IT - policy, payments, finance, customer service
and many others. Teams were highly empowered, making decisions at speed.”19
Antony Collard, HMRC

The COVID pandemic accelerated the pace
at which new government digital services
were delivered. Projects that could have once
taken a year to complete had in 2020 to be
compressed into a matter of weeks.
Families and businesses needed to receive
government support quickly. A sense of
urgency from the political centre helped to
align teams around a common purpose and
to cut through red tape16.
Fast delivery of services relied on an agile
approach to digital development17. Agile,
promoted by GDS across UK government
operations18, helps to compress timescales
by building technology with user testing and
quality assurance happening alongside.

Government delivery leads, meanwhile, made
it clear that they would not have the time to
guide suppliers. With raised expectations,
there would be no passengers. For partners
like Opencast, this fostered a real sense
of purpose. Individuals working on critical
projects were galvanised by the mission, and
they responded well.

“It has been important to get
technology working for most
people as fast as possible.
Where digital products were
not perfect, teams would
have to deal with exceptional
cases later”

Agile has focused on ensuring that products
and services are fit for purpose for all. The
pandemic meant it was important to get
technology working for most people as fast as
possible. Where products were not perfect,
teams would have to deal with exceptional
cases later.

Government should ensure
that agile thinking and
behaviour translate as
standard into minimum viable
products, coupled with a
continued sense of urgency
from the centre.

“Key to enabling the faster
delivery of services at this time
was the greater adoption of an
agile approach to technology
development”
“A key lesson has been agility...
products have had to be stood up
and scrutinised quickly”

“HMRC delivery leads were pretty clear – if you’re on this project, we don’t
have time to guide you and we can’t have passengers. You’re going to have
to muck in. Everyone responded well to that”
Ben Mincher, Opencast

10

Johnny Hugill, Public.io
16
Leading the digital, data and technology (DDaT) response to coronavirus, GDS, gds.blog.gov.uk/2020/09/14/leading-the-digital-data-and-technology-ddatresponse-to-coronavirus
17
Manifesto for Agile Software Development, Agile Manifesto, 2001, agilemanifesto.org
18
You can’t be half agile, GDS, gds.blog.gov.uk/2015/07/10/you-cant-be-half-agile
19
An inside look at how HMRC delivered its rapid COVID-19 response, Diginomica, 12 July 2020, diginomica.com/inside-look-how-hmrc-delivered-its-rapidcovid-19-response
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Case study

Rapid iteration
helps self-employed
HMRC’s Self-Employment Income Support
Scheme (SEISS)20, unveiled in April 2020,
was created to offer grants of up to £7,500 to
3.4 million self-employed people hit by the
pandemic. The scheme was turned around
from launch to live on by HMRC and partners
in just seven weeks.
A first SEISS grant enabled 1.6 million people
to claim grants worth over £4.8 billion,
handling loads of 50,000 requests per
minute and peaks of over 150,000. 80% of
claims were made via mobile. By the end of
September 2020 2.3 million had claimed a
second SEISS grant, worth another
£5.7 billion21. Over 95% of claimants said they
were satisfied or very satisfied22, and there
were few political embarrassments.
Opencast worked as part of the HMRC-led
team to help launch the new SEISS in time for
go-live in May, using HMRC’s multi-channel
digital tax platform. Opencast lead developer
Nick Wilson, embedded at the HMRC digital
delivery centre in Newcastle, described the
work as “the most exceptional project I’ve
seen in my career.”

“A small team, building a complex and
challenging suite of microservices, in around
four weeks, then iterating it rapidly (averaging
more than 20 builds per day) while operating
a live service that had more traffic than all of
HMRC’s personal and business tax services
combined, and peak loads way, way higher
than HMRC has ever seen.”

“A small team built a complex and challenging suite of
microservices, in around four weeks, then iterated it rapidly while
operating a live service that with peak loads was way higher than
HMRC has ever seen”
Nick Wilson, Opencast

Wilson said the team relied on their technical
and analytical skills – but said their attitude
and approach was more valuable still:
“motivating the team and leading by example,
questioning the right things in the right way,
compromising at the right times but strongly
defending what mattered. Always remaining
upbeat, supportive and professional.”
In November 2020, the achievement of the
SEISS was recognised by the UK IT Industry
Awards as the best public sector IT project23.

20
Self-Employment Income Support Scheme, HMRC, 5 November 2020 www.gov.uk/government/publications/self-employment-income-support-schemegrant-extension
21
Self-Employment Income Support Scheme statistics: October 2020, HMRC, 26 November 2020, www.gov.uk/government/publications/self-employmentincome-support-scheme-statistics-october-2020/self-employment-income-support-scheme-statistics-october-2020#main-findings
22
Implementing employment support schemes in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, NAO, 23 October 2020, www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/
Implementing-employment-support-schemes-in-response-to-the-COVID-19-pandemic.pdf
23
UK IT Industry Awards 2020 winners, UKITA, November 2020, ukitindustryawards.co.uk/ukitindustryawards/en/page/2020-winners

12
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Lesson 2
Remote is no obstacle

Remote working
is a progressive
way forward – and
government should
recognise the many
benefits of working
from home.

Remote working was no obstacle to
delivering high-quality government
technology in 2020. It sometimes helped
deliver change faster, driving productivity
and drawing on bigger talent pools. Rather
than revert to office-based arrangements,
government should allow remote working
by default.

Like most organisations, the UK government
only moved to remote working as the norm
as a result of the pandemic restrictions on
movement. For instance, pre-lockdown,
HMRC preferred teams to work from physical
offices. Flexible working was mainly restricted
to work start and end times.

Figure 7 - Percentage of civil servants working from
home by government department, May 202024

Remote working was quickly found to have
benefits. It broadened the pool of people
best qualified to work together because they
could collaborate wherever there were.

DCMS
Scot

Further, ‘remote’ ensured that people had
greater availability, allowing quicker decision
making. And GDS acknowledged that remote
helped people to “find a balance between
work and life that works for them25”.

DfE
CO
DIT
BEIS

Conferencing tools like Microsoft Teams
opened up access to meetings to staff
across locations and at all levels of seniority.
More meetings could be set up with the best
people.

HMT
DfID
DfT
DHSC

“Remote working has
demonstrated how easily
people can transfer from
services they’ve been working
on to something new, and
deliver it well too”
Despite benefits, government remained
resistant to remote working, with permanent
secretaries told in September 2020 (albeit
before further restrictions that followed)
that four in five civil servants should return
to their desks by October26. HMRC says it
is consolidating learning about how it has
adapted to change and how to continue to
improve ways of working moving forward27.

HMRC
DWP
2.6% of public
servants
worked from
home full time
in 2019
0%

“People showed incredible adaptability. To be able to move off
services they've been working on to something completely new,
meet their new team, figure out what the project was and set
everything up all remotely, was remarkable”

29.4% of public
servants
worked from
home some of
the time in 2019
20%

40%

60%

80%

Source: Institute for Government analysis of ministerial answers to parliamentary questions posed by Margaret Ferrier MP and Dan Carden MP on the rate of home working
among civil servants in each department, May 2020. 2019 rates of home working taken from ONS, ‘Technology intensity and home working in the UK’.

14

Sam Manson, Opencast

100%

24
Which departments have the most staff working from home during coronavirus? www.civilserviceworld.com/professions/article/which-departments-havethe-most-staff-working-from-home-during-coronavirus
25
Ways of working, gds.blog.gov.uk/category/ways-of-working
26
Coronavirus: Four out of five civil servants told to return to desks by October, news.sky.com/story/coronavirus-four-out-of-five-civil-servants-told-to-returnto-desks-by-october-12064211
27
How COVID-19 is kickstarting change in the public sector, Rob Gray, Raconteur, 22 June 2020, www.raconteur.net/public-sector/public-sector-transformation
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Case study

“Working remotely,
Opencast and others used
agile to implement continual
improvements to the live
service, responding to user
feedback and ensuring
changes went live fast albeit
from a distance”

£500m
to help 1.8 million
hospitality jobs
Eat Out to Help Out28 (EOTHO) was an HMRCled programme of public support for UK
restaurants, cafes and pubs. It ran in August
2020, offering up to 50% discounts or £10
per head to people who dined in restaurants,
cafes and pubs on Mondays to Wednesdays.
EOTHO added over £500m in muchneeded support for the hospitality industry,
supporting up to 1.8 million jobs, with HMRC
refunds put into business bank accounts
within five days.
Chancellor Rishi Sunak approached HMRC
in June to put the EOTHO service together
– giving partners including Opencast just
25 days to deliver the services that allowed
businesses to register and for the public to
find participating local businesses.

EOTHO became the most used HMRC service
ever by numbers. The service withstood 37
million searches from over 14.5 million users
during the month of August. Over 84,000
businesses signed up to the scheme and over
64 million meals were claimed29. No major
problems were reported with the technology,
which is extraordinary given the scale and
short turnaround time for delivery.
The scheme was delivered using HMRC’s
multi-channel digital tax platform. Working
remotely, Opencast and others used agile to
implement continual improvements to the
live service, responding to user feedback and
ensuring changes went live fast albeit from
a distance. Extensive performance testing
gave teams confidence that the scheme
could scale.

Get a discount with the Eat Out to Help Out Scheme, www.gov.uk/guidance/get-a-discount-with-the-eat-out-to-help-out-scheme
Over 64 million meals claimed for as Eat Out to Help Out enters fourth week, www.gov.uk/government/news/over-64-million-meals-claimed-for-as-eat-outto-help-out-enters-fourth-week
28

29
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Lesson 3
A single delivery platform

“MDTP is set up to support multiple teams doing continuous delivery, with
automated testing and rapid prototyping. It can also auto-scale, so if demand
increases for a service, it simply adds another server to boost capacity”
Fiona Hobbs, Opencast

HMRC’s multi-channel digital tax
platform (MDTP) – a cloud platform for
deploying public-facing applications and
microservices at scale – enables teams to
deliver faster and more resilient pandemic
services. Could the approach be replicated
elsewhere to respond to other crisis
events?

The MDTP approach
could be applied
to other services –
and could help with
future unexpected
events or crises
The pandemic means more people and
businesses rely on government digital
services than ever before - and it is vital these
remain secure and resilient.
Where government services sit on a single
front-end public web platform – GOV.UK
– a cloud-based ‘multi-channel digital tax
platform’ (MDTP)30 is helping one department,
HMRC, to deliver high-quality, resilient digital
services.
MDTP, introduced in 2015, hosts all of
HMRC’s digital services using AWS cloud
infrastructure. It has helped teams deploy and
scale hundreds of apps and microservices,
using open-source tools that save licensing
costs, with code going into the public
domain31.

18

The platform ensures that providers won’t
waste money building the same solution over
and again. If HMRC wants a payment module,
for example, it reuses existing code. Providers
consider whether what they’re building could
be used by somebody else, and vice versa.

MDTP is set up to support multiple teams
doing continuous delivery, with automated
testing and rapid prototyping. It can also
auto-scale, so if demand increases for a
service, it simply adds another server to boost
capacity.

MDTP ensures providers build HMRC services
with common approaches to security
and design patterns. That means they are
consistent, offering certainty over how they
will look and work.

HMRC used MDTP in 2020 for the SelfEmployment Income Support Scheme and
Eat Out To Help Out. That both were able to
launch so quickly demonstrated that MDTP
could scale resilient services quickly.

“The multi-channel digital tax platform helps teams to build enterprise
components and avoid wasting money building the same solution in
multiple places”
Multi-channel digital platform wins digital project of the year, hmrcdigital.blog.gov.uk/2015/11/27/multi-channel-digital-platform-wins-digital-project-of-the-year
HMRC on GitHub, hmrc.github.io

30
31
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Case study

Furlough –
help for six million
in four weeks
The outstanding example in 2020 of UK
government support during the pandemic,
in financial terms at least, was the HMRC’s
Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme (CJRS)32
– also known as the furlough scheme.
CJRS was the central plank of government
support for businesses and their employees
during 2020, devised to pay furloughed
workers 80% of their wages up to £2,500
a month to protect jobs until lockdown
restrictions were lifted.
CJRS went live on 20 April and in just eight
hours HMRC was able to process a million
furlough claims. In the four weeks post launch,
a 200-strong HMRC team, most working
remotely, was able to deliver the technology
behind the scheme to support the incomes
of more than six million people. Even before
the chancellor announced an extension to the
scheme in his spending review33, by October
2020 CJRS had paid £41.4 billion to over
9.6 million furloughed workers34.

“It took exactly a month to
deliver the CJRS - the chancellor
announced the scheme on 20
March 2020 and the service went
live exactly a month later on 20
April. 99% of the technology used
to build the services existed on
our estate already”38
Antony Collard, HMRC

The CJRS scheme was widely praised by
businesses35, and customer satisfaction was
92%36.
That HMRC was able to deliver CJRS so fast
and at scale was in no small part down to
work by GDS over the previous decade to
create tools, standards and processes that all
government departments were expected to
follow.
Execution of CJRS at scale was accelerated
by HMRC’s use of its multi-channel digital
tax platform – as well as the rapid capabilities
of digital technologies, including mobile.
Opencast worked with HMRC on the scheme,
providing accessibility testing during the
development of the service.
Political leadership also helped. “Number 11
made it clear that this was important for the
country and the Chancellor wanted it fast,”
HMRC chief digital and information officer
Mark Denney told the New Statesman in June
202037.

20

“CJRS launched on 20 April and in just eight hours HMRC
was able to process a million furlough claims”
Claim for wages through the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme, HMRC, 23 December 2020, www.gov.uk/guidance/claim-for-wages-through-the-coronavirusjob-retention-scheme
33
Spending Review to fight virus, deliver promises and invest in UK’s recovery, www.gov.uk/government/news/spending-review-to-fight-virus-deliver-promisesand-invest-in-uks-recovery
34
HMRC coronavirus (COVID-19) statistics’, HMRC, 22 October 2020, www.gov.uk/government/collections/hmrc-coronavirus-covid-19-statistics
35
HMRC digital team wins praise after processing 1m furlough claims in eight hours, tech.newstatesman.com/public-sector/hmrc-it-coronavirus-job-retentionscheme
36
Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme: awareness, understanding and customer experience surveys, assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/
system/uploads/attachment_data/file/927941/Coronavirus_Job_Retention_Scheme_-_awareness__understanding_and_customer_experience_surveys__
research_report_595_.pdf
37
“Agreeing to do it in four weeks must’ve been a moment of madness”: Inside the team that built the UK’s furlough scheme, tech.newstatesman.com/public-sector/
hmrc-furlough-scheme-mark-denney
38
An inside look at how HMRC delivered its rapid COVID-19 response, Diginomica, 12 July 2020, diginomica.com/inside-look-how-hmrc-delivered-its-rapidcovid-19-response
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Lesson 4
Better collaboration
Greater collaboration across teams was
key to ensuring work was done fast and
efficiently during the 2020 pandemic
response. Partnerships between suppliers,
aligned to a shared outcome, avoided
conflict and unnecessary internal
competition. Projects that failed to bring
teams together in the right way worked
less well. Continued collaboration is a key
lesson from the crisis.
“Local government
and mayors should
take this opportunity
to collaborate and
centralise, to build
community missions
and pool resources to
level up for the entire
country and not just the
larger and more powerful
cities”
Jacqueline de Rojas, techUK

“COVID has been a great amplifier. Organisations and individuals who are
naturally collaborative have done so more and run towards the fire”
Michael Brodie, NHSBSA

The greater collaboration
seen during the pandemic
between supplier teams
should continue with
government technology
projects moving forward.

Opencast has for nearly a decade worked on new digital
solutions for HMRC and other government agencies, working in
blended teams made up of HMRC staff and other suppliers.
Day to day, collaboration has meant understanding who is best
equipped to do what, right down to the individual level, in terms
of both the technology at hand and an understanding of the
business challenge.
Close collaboration during the pandemic helped partners
working together on projects to deliver them faster. SEISS39
was a great example of the right kind of collaboration, helping to
deliver a much-needed solution to the public in just seven weeks.
The success of teamwork during the pandemic has also been
about an attitude – a shared endeavour between all the partners
working together on common solutions regardless of corporate
rivalry. A culture of collaboration and co-operation has taken
precedence over competition.
Elsewhere, notably in the crucial area of test and trace, the lack of
coordination of suppliers led to too much money being spent on
services such as call handling, with too many staff left with too
little to do40. Meanwhile, targets on COVID testing were being
missed.

“The success of teamwork during the pandemic
has been about an attitude – a shared endeavour
between all the partners working together on
common solutions regardless of corporate rivalry”

Check if you can claim a grant through the Self-Employment Income Support Scheme, HMRC, 29 November 2020,
www.gov.uk/guidance/claim-a-grant-through-the-coronavirus-covid-19-self-employment-income-support-scheme
40
The government’s approach to test and trace in England – interim report, National Audit Office, 11 December 2020,
www.nao.org.uk/report/the-governments-approach-to-test-and-trace-in-england-interim-report
39
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Case study

Collaborating to
distribute £200m
to pharmacies
The NHS Business Services Authority (NHSBSA) was
involved in numerous responses in 2020 to support
the national COVID response, working in collaboration
with NHSX, NHS Digital , DWP and the Department for
Health and Social Care (DHSC).
The priority for the NHSBSA was to support
critical business functions, as well as citizens with
prescriptions and dental treatment.
Opencast worked on a project to put interim payments
in place in case prescriptions could not be scanned
and processed. This meant that pharmacy contractors
continued to get paid for their submissions. A new
payment system was set up to distribute £200m to all
pharmacies in England, with each pharmacy receiving
£5 plus VAT for every prescription fulfilled.
Teams previously on the NHSBSA Manage Your Service
(MYS) portal41 were diverted to the prescriptions
service to allow pharmacies to submit prescriptions
sent out to people in self-isolation.

“There are lots of examples of what’s
gone well in the health space. I’m
particularly proud of the NHSBSA
digital and tech interventions to
support the pandemic response and
NHS frontline”

“The NHS and DHSC have things
completely the wrong way
round. It’s a cultural problem.
They need to take a different
approach, so that systems are
driven by patients rather than
bureaucracies. You need to move
health from something done
to you to something people do
more for themselves”
George Freeman MP, Capital Ideas Foundation

“Each pharmacy received
£5 plus VAT for every
prescription fulfilled”

Michael Brodie, NHSBSA

Manage your service, www.nhsbsa.nhs.uk/pharmacies-gp-practices-and-appliance-contractors/dispensing-contractors-information/
manage-your-service-mys

41
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Case study

Testing times
for trace
technology
The most high-profile technology problem
government faced in 2020 – and arguably the
most pressing pandemic tech challenge – was
in the development of an effective COVID test
and tracing service42. What lessons can be
learned?
The delivery of test and trace, key to the UK
public health response to the pandemic,
has been beset by problems, with the
government’s own spending watchdog the
National Audit Office (NAO) questioning
decisions behind the project43.
Chancellor Rishi Sunak had announced in his
November spending review that the cost of
the test and trace initiative would reach £22
billion. NAO said £4 billion of this had been
spent, with most going on testing rather than
on contact tracing. Digital and data spend
was £136 million, with £43 million on the
contact tracing app itself44.

By the end of 2020 the app had been used
to warn more than 550,000 people of close
contact and the need to self-isolate at home.
By then the costs of the wider test and
trace scheme had soared. Contact tracing
was working, albeit within the limits of the
technology, and app downloads were
19 million49.
There is little doubt, however, that the Isle of
Wight pilot cost time and money at a critical
time. And the preferred solution relied on
users having recent versions of both Android
and iOS smartphone operating systems.

territory. But successful digital services start
by defining objectives and user needs before
considering how technology can help deliver
them.
Under pressure to act, the government
pushed for a tech solution outside of its
standards. The focus moved too quickly on
to how an app should be built, rather than
assessing whether an app was the right
solution in the first place. Technology failures
followed, forcing a rethink and new approach.

A key lesson from contact tracing may be in
the failure to use established GDS standards
for delivering the digital side of the project50.
In its complexity and ambition, the app
project took government digital into new

NAO said test and trace was failing to reach
enough contacts and returned only 40% of
tests within the target time of 24 hours.
Work on the contact-tracing app had faced
difficulties from the outset. A centralised
app pilot on the Isle of Wight, created by
NHS digital transformation arm NHSX45, was
written off as a failure, partly because Apple’s
iPhone detected only a small percentage of
users46.
The government turned to technology from
Apple and Google to trace people who had
been in proximity to others testing positive.
This was far from perfect as it excluded older
smartphones – and the Bluetooth technology
behind it was not always accurate47. NHSX
pressed on with a revised app to support
contact tracing and bookings for COVID
tests, delivered by a third-party supplier48.

“To speed up and improve
the government’s response
to COVID and other critical
events we need a more
standardised approach
to rapid testing and
scaling including funding,
project management and
procurement across the entire
public sector”

“The focus moved too quickly on to how an app should be built,
rather than assessing whether an app was the right solution in
the first place”

Johnny Hugill, Public.io
Testing and tracing for coronavirus, NHS, 2021, www.nhs.uk/conditions/coronavirus-covid-19/testing-and-tracing
The government’s approach to test and trace in England – interim report, National Audit Office, 11 December 2020,
www.nao.org.uk/report/the-governments-approach-to-test-and-trace-in-england-interim-report
44
The government’s approach to test and trace in England – interim report, National Audit Office, 11 December 2020,
www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/The-governments-approach-to-test-and-trace-in-England-interim-report.pdf
45
Who we are, NHSX, January 2021, www.nhsx.nhs.uk/about-us/who-we-are
46
Why the NHS Covid-19 contact tracing app failed, Matt Burgess, Wired, 19 June 2020, www.wired.co.uk/article/nhs-tracing-app-scrapped-apple-google-uk
47
The UK’s contact tracing app fiasco is a master class in mismanagement, MIT Technology Review, June 19 2020,
www.technologyreview.com/2020/06/19/1004190/uk-covid-contact-tracing-app-fiasco/
48
Zuhlke supported the development and launch of the new NHS Covid-19 app in England and Wales, Zuhlke, 24 September 2020,
www.zuehlke.com/en/zuhlke-supported-the-development-and-launch-of-the-new-nhs-covid-19-app-in-england-and-wales
42

43
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49
NHS Covid-19 app: how does track and trace work, and what does the 'possible exposure' message mean? The Telegraph, 16 December 2020
www.telegraph.co.uk/technology/0/nhs-covid-19-app-track-trace-how-work-download-now-phone
50
Design and build government services, www.gov.uk/service-toolkit
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Lesson 5
Break down silos
The need for departments to work together during
2020 helped to break down long-standing silos
between departments, particularly on technology.
These efforts should continue, ensuring that
services focus more on the needs of citizens than
on departmental politics.

“The impact of the effort by the GDS to bring different
government departments together on digital projects was
evident more than ever in 2020. Its work helped to unblock
departmental boundaries to help deliver essential services
faster”

Collaboration across government
departments on digital projects has never
been as important as in 2020. The shared
endeavour of the crisis response helped
break down departmental barriers.
Better cross-departmental working had
been a key aim of the Government Digital
Service (GDS) when it was established in
2011 to help put “needs of citizens ahead of
those of departments”51. When the pandemic
hit, GDS worked hard to unblock remaining
departmental boundaries.
A key problem was that government
departments were unable to communicate
with each other because of internal rules on
using video conferencing tools (VCTs) like
Microsoft Teams, Zoom and Google Meet.
The GDS Project Unblock52 addressed this
lack of interoperability53, to ensure that civil
servants could use VCTs to communicate
with each other more effectively.

Efforts to improve joint working between
government departments should continue
post pandemic. Unblocking of systems allows
government departments to communicate more
effectively and deliver more effective services
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“New approaches to team and
cross-departmental collaboration
have been welcome. It has helped
departments break out of silos”
Lord Ed Vaizey

2020 saw Opencast working to help teams
use technology better across departments.
It worked on a joint project with the NHS
Business Service Authority (NHSBSA)54 and
DWP, to deliver a new API enabling better
data sharing between departments55.
The new platform supported citizen
validation checks for Universal Credit
claims, as well as on a joint DWP/NHS preprescription service56.
Opencast helped automate initial checks
so that applications no longer needed to be
manually checked, preventing delays to UC
payments when applications surged by
1.4 million.

51
Directgov 2010 and beyond: Revolution not evolution, assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/
file/60993/Martha_20Lane_20Fox_s_20letter_20to_20Francis_20Maude_2014th_20Oct_202010.pdf
52
Project Unblock, departmental matrix, datastudio.google.com/u/0/reporting/1CpSLPqcND7nbV_NJAsW_GgpFhd8JrU_T/page/FJ7MB
53
Leading the digital, data and technology (DDaT) response to coronavirus, gds.blog.gov.uk/2020/09/14/leading-the-digital-data-and-technology-ddatresponse-to-coronavirus
54
NHS Business Services Authority: welcome, www.nhsbsa.nhs.uk
55
APIs: wikipedia, en.wikipedia.org/wiki/API
56
Prescription Prepayment Certificates, NHSBSA, 2020, www.nhsbsa.nhs.uk/help-nhs-prescription-costs/prescription-prepayment-certificates-ppcs
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Case study

Universal Credit –
half a million claims
in nine days
As a major plank of the government’s benefits system,
Universal Credit57 (UC) was, even before the pandemic
arrived, handling millions of claims. When COVID hit,
it saw a 1.7 million upsurge in claims between February
and May 2020, with the number of households on UC
reaching 4.2 million58.

The shift meant that DWP was able to scale up the UC
platform. Several years of building in the right way,
using GDS standards to resolve problems, helped
resolve challenges. A focus on resolving tech issues led
to 95% of all claimants receiving their benefits in full
and on time.

Before COVID, the most claims the system had ever
received on one day was 13,588. The surge in demand
for UC following lockdown increased traffic tenfold.
The scale of pandemic and the nature of UC would
require significant departmental cooperation.
A difficult start for UC saw DWP systems struggle to
cope59 with half a million applications for the credit
made in the first nine days after lockdown. DWP
redeployed 10,000 staff working in lower-priority
areas, as well as recruiting 1,500 more staff.

“DWP redeployed 10,000 staff working in lower-priority areas, as well as
recruiting 1,500 more staff”

Universal Credit, GOV.UK, January 2021, www.gov.uk/universal-credit
Households on Universal Credit, DWP, Stat-Xplore, 30 October 2020, stat-xplore.dwp.gov.uk
59
DWP’s IT system unable to cope with influx of coronavirus-impacted welfare claimants, tech.newstatesman.com/public-sector/dwp-it-system-coronavirus
57

58
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Looking forward

In writing this paper, we don’t claim to know all of the answers for government technology
moving forward. With a fast-changing and volatile environment it would be foolish to do so.
But our knowledge and experience of UK government technology puts us in a good position
to ask some important questions.
Looking at the lessons learned from the pandemic, we think these questions include:
• How can the urgency seen during the
pandemic services be maintained for
critical digital services delivery moving
forward?
• How can established government
principles and standards for delivering
technology services be turned into
even better practice and behaviour?
• How can proven platforms for delivering
new apps and services expand?
• Will remote working become mainstream
and default moving forward?

• How can the improved collaboration
between teams and across departments
seen during the pandemic continue?
• How will the government learn from some
of the technology problems it has seen?
• How will the ongoing COVID vaccination
programme best harness digital
technology to deliver its targets?
• How can the arrival of emerging
technologies further improve government
services?

If your organisation is working on a technology project and want to discuss some of your own
questions, you can contact us at clientservices@opencastsoftware.com.

“We don’t claim to know all of the answers moving forward.
But our knowledge and experience of UK government
technology puts us in a good position to ask some important
questions”
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