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Aims of the research 

This research aims to examine the lived experience of Citizens Advice members of staff in 

North Wales during the COVID-19 pandemic. The research focuses on staff experiences when 

helping citizens (‘clients’) claim and manage their financial and non-financial obligations and 

government financial support schemes (these include Tax Credits, Universal Credit, Personal 

Independence Payments (PIP), Job Retention Scheme (CJRS) - commonly known as the 

Furlough Scheme - the Self-Employed Income Support Scheme (SEISS) and debt issues). This 

research also examines relationships between caseworkers and management staff when 

navigating through their everyday work practices during the pandemic.     

This document presents key preliminary findings of the study and highlights areas of good 

practice, illuminates challenges faced by Citizens Advice members of staff and areas for further 

development, and identifies trends and weaknesses within government support schemes during 

the COVID-19 pandemic and their impact on members of staff and resources.  

Purpose of the research 

The research examines the experiences of Citizens Advice members of staff, expressed in their 

own words from the frontline and explores key trends and issues arising from the COVID-19 

pandemic. The UK Government and Treasury had very little time to develop COVID-related 

financial support programmes and the Citizens Advice, amongst other third-sector 

organisations, were tasked with having to quickly meet an increase in demand for services and 

implement and deliver new ways of navigating through the ever-changing landscape caused by 

the pandemic.  

The findings of this research will help inform best practice as the Citizens Advice adapts to 

new ways of working during and after the Covid-19 pandemic and can be used as a useful tool 

in offering early recommendations for improving tax and welfare administration during a time 

of crisis, and beyond. 

Methodology 

The methodological approach to this study is based on seven unstructured interviews with 

Citizens Advice members of staff based on Anglesey. Participants were told their responses 

were confidential, but unattributed quotes might be used. All interviews were conducted and 

recorded via remote video call. Unstructured interviews allow the opportunity for participants 

to express their stories and experiences in their own words. This enables the researcher to 
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capture rich and deep insights into members of staff experiences and allows for any 

unanticipated aspects to emerge. Each participant is identified by the use of one letter when 

specific quotes are used in this report to ensure anonymity of participants. The letter does not 

reflect the participant’s name/initials in any way. In addition, this report has intentionally 

limited the number of direct quotes so as to further ensure the anonymity of participants.    

Interviews are based on open questions. However, certain areas were explored, to include 

communicative practices, wellbeing and digital accessibility. Interviews took place during May 

and July 2021 and were transcribed ad verbatim and analysed using grounded theory (Charmaz, 

20061). Grounded theory analysis allows for analytical codes to emerge from the data, rather 

than codes being pre-determined, which means that the findings are grounded in the 

participants’ own experiences.  

The findings mentioned in this report focus on aspects of practice that have been affected and/or 

created by the pandemic. Other aspects have not been examined.   

Limitations of the research 

This report offers preliminary key findings based on interviews with Citizens Advice members 

of staff on Anglesey, North Wales. Thus, the data is based on this location only. Although the 

type of roles held by those interviewed ranged from frontline caseworkers to administration 

and management, only seven members of staff were interviewed, out of a total number of 

around 25 members of staff at the bureau (in addition to volunteers). Thus, the findings should 

be treated with this in mind.  

There is some reference to clients’2 perspectives in this report, However, it must be noted that 

clients were not interviewed as part of this study. Thus, references to clients’ needs and 

preferences are based on the perceptions and experiences of Citizens Advice members of staff 

stemming from their encounters with clients and their own reflections.  

 

 

 

 
1 Charmaz, K., 2006, ‘Constructing Grounded Theory: A Practical Guide Through Qualitative Analysis’, SAGE 
Publications Ltd, 1 Oliver’s Yard, 55 City Road, London, EC1Y 1SP 
2 ‘Clients’ is the term used by Citizens Advice members of staff when referring to citizens to which they offer 
their services. 
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Summary of key findings: main takeaways 

Participants reported that: 

• The bureau3 adapted quickly to the effects of the pandemic4. All staff had access to the 

necessary equipment required (e.g., laptops, telephones and headsets) to enable them to 

continue providing services to clients from their homes when the national lockdown 

was introduced by the UK Government.      

• The use of WhatsApp5 group messaging service has benefited members of staff 

immensely. This is because it enables staff to share resources and (updated) knowledge 

on a ‘rolling’ real-time basis, especially during a time when policy, rules and practice 

were frequently changing. It also enabled members of staff to access this information 

at a convenient time for them and facilitated regular contact with each other, fostering 

better connections amongst members of staff whilst working from home.  

• The WhatsApp personal messaging service has been a useful tool for some members of 

staff to contact their managers/supervisors and share any issues or concerns. Some 

members of staff prefer to contact managers/supervisors this way, as compared to 

contacting them in the office (as they did before the pandemic).      

• The bureau puts staff wellbeing at the forefront of their work. This is evidenced by the 

creation of weekly Wellbeing Wednesday6 sessions, twice-daily staff Zoom meetings 

and by adapting staff weekly reports. Members of staff are able to use these facilities 

to share their experiences and any issues or concerns in an informal setting and can help 

assess each other’s wellbeing.  

• Members of staff feel they have fostered closer relationships with their colleagues 

during the pandemic (as compared to pre-pandemic), partly facilitated by the adoption 

of new modes of communication (e.g., WhatsApp, Wellbeing Wednesday sessions 

etc.).        

 
3 ‘The bureau’ refers to all Citizens Advice bureaus on Anglesey.  
4 ‘Pandemic’, for the purposes of this report, refers to the period in which the UK entered national lockdown 
from 23 March 2020 and up to the date of interview.  
5 WhatsApp is a freeware centralized instant messaging, video and voice-over-IP service owned by Facebook, 
Inc. It enables users to send text and voice messages, make video and voice calls, and share photos and 
documents to each other, on an individual and group of individuals basis. 
6 ‘Wellbeing Wednesdays’ is an initiative set-up and organised by the bureau which is a voluntary once-weekly 
Zoom session available to all staff, in which they discuss and share nonwork-related matters (e.g., personal 
hobbies, family and personal activities, etc.     
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• The bureau has increased client accessibility to its services by offering services via 

various different modes of communication (e.g., telephone, WhatsApp chat messaging, 

video calls and emails).  

• Offering a package of different modes of communication means that the bureau can 

offer better tailored services toward specific needs and circumstances of its clients, 

potentially making service delivery more effective.     

• Members of staff have adapted their approach toward dealing with some cases by 

adopting a ‘piecemeal’ approach when helping clients. This entails dealing with clients 

in shorter and more regular intervals, which has resulted in improved communication 

with clients and effectiveness of services. This has also led to fostering closer 

relationships and understanding of needs between caseworkers and clients as they 

gradually get to know each other over time.       

• The pandemic has created closer collaboration with, and increased accessibility to, 

external organisations, such as DWP7, Capita and public health services. Such 

encounters have become less formal and more approachable which facilitate better and 

more open dialogue between parties involved.   

Key findings in more detail 

This section provides further elaboration and detail on the summary of findings presented in 

the previous section. Six main key themes emerge from the data. Although interlinked, they 

are distinct. They are discussed in separate subsections in the following order: 1. Staying 

connected with colleagues; 2. Provision of services; 3. Working with external organisations; 4. 

Training; 5. Filling in forms; and 6. Encounters with managers and meeting performance 

targets.   

1. Staying connected with colleagues 

“The way we communicate is different but far more effective than when we were in the 

office” (Int Q) 

 

The bureau has had to find new modes of communication with members of staff since they 

started working from home. Methods include, WhatsApp group and personal messaging and 

 
7 ‘DWP’ refers to the Department of Work and Pensions. 
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telephone calls, twice-daily virtual group Zoom meetings and weekly Wellbeing Wednesday 

sessions.   

These new modes of communication have had several positive effects on members of staff. 

Specifically: 

a. Members of staff communicate with each other more often, as compared to the period 

before the pandemic. This facilitates enhanced feelings of ‘working as a team’ and leads to 

reduced feelings of isolation, fostering closer relationships. In some cases, this created 

“friendships” amongst some members of staff who had worked with each other for several 

years before the pandemic. 

b. Members of staff feel better supported by each other as they are able to share expertise and 

resources to help resolve problems and issues. 

c. Members of staff feel better informed of frequently changing government policy, rules and 

procedures as they regularly update each other about their experiences and newly gained 

knowledge on a real-time/day-to-day basis.     

d. The use of WhatsApp group messaging service enables members of staff to gain access to 

expertise and resources at a convenient time for them. 

e. All members of staff are included in the WhatsApp group messaging service, which 

increases feelings of inclusivity.     

f. Twice-daily staff Zoom meetings, regular WhatsApp messaging and Wellbeing 

Wednesday sessions foster closer relationships between members of staff, as compared to 

the period before the pandemic. This is because such encounters are regular, informal and 

facilitate open dialogue. This was not always achievable in the office before the pandemic 

because of distractions in the office and/or lack of private areas and time.   

 

2. Provision of services 

“We can instantly calm a client down if they have the facilities such as WhatsApp, or we 

can send a text message or a letter through, and that has been wonderful.” (Int M) 

 

The bureau has had to find new modes of communication with clients during the pandemic: 

such methods not having been adopted before the pandemic. For example, communicating with 

clients via WhatsApp chat messaging, emails and video calls. These new methods have helped 

to provide more effective services for some clients, as noted below:  
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a. Increased flexibility toward clients’ personal circumstances and needs. For example, some 

clients prefer to receive help via WhatsApp text messaging so that they can manage their 

case(s) at a convenient time for them, particularly those clients who have dependent 

children, are working or cannot deal with their case over long periods of time (say, for 

example, in a meeting) due to mental or physical health conditions. These different modes 

of communication have helped reduce anxiety and stress for some clients and enabled them 

to deal with their cases more effectively.  

b. Members of staff have adapted to provide services in gradual and piecemeal approaches 

over time. This creates improved collaboration from clients as some clients play more of 

an active role in their case. Before the pandemic, encounters and conversations with clients 

were “very brief” (Int M) and tended to heavily depend on the caseworker’s input.  

c. Some cases are dealt with more quickly than before the pandemic as clients are able to 

provide additional information to caseworkers as they have quick access at their home (e.g., 

bank statements, payslips, letters etc.).  

d. Communicating with clients over the telephone or by text message force members of staff 

to become more verbal and explanatory with clients than before the pandemic, due to less 

visual/physical contact. As a result, some clients feel more reassured, which in turn, reduces 

their anxiety and worry.  

e. There is an increase in the number of clients who express their gratitude toward members 

of staff during the pandemic, as compared to before the pandemic. This highlights the 

degree to which Citizens Advice services is needed and appreciated by clients to help them 

navigate through a crisis.    

f. As a result of the above, some members of staff feel they have built closer relationships 

with clients.  

Some members of staff have benefited from these new modes of communication with clients. 

For example, some members of staff are able to choose to work outside of their ‘traditional 

working hours’ if they wish, making it easier for them to be able to work more effectively and 

efficiently. This is especially the case for some members of staff who have dependent children 

(and/or having to home-school) or have caring responsibilities. However, notwithstanding 

these positive outcomes, new modes of communication have been problematic for some 

members of staff, as noted below:   

g. Some members of staff prefer to work in the office, or at least would welcome a hybrid 

approach of working between home and the office; specifically, for those members of staff 
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who have dependent children at home and feel they would experience less distractions 

when working in the office. Working in the office also provides access to certain resources 

that are not available from home for some members of staff, (e.g., confidential financial 

information, client paperwork, printers and the post) - although this does depend on the 

members of staff’s job role.    

h. WhatsApp text messaging and telephone calls have led to some members of staff being 

contacted by clients outside of office hours and/or more frequently. New modes of 

communication have led to some clients becoming (too) familiar with caseworkers who 

feel they can access caseworkers at any time and in several different ways. As a result, and 

although caseworkers want to help clients, this can make some caseworkers feel 

overwhelmed, increases their workload and can also disrupt work on other cases.        

In addition, it is noted that new modes of communication have not been as effective for certain 

types of clients, which has resulted in the bureau losing some of their existing clients in some 

cases. These include: 

i. clients who lack digital literacy; and 

j. clients who are physically impaired and unable to communicate effectively on the 

telephone (e.g., the hard of hearing) or by text message (e.g., those who have impaired 

vision).   

 

3. Working with external organisations 

“When you work remotely, it lends itself more to sharing with another agency […] We’re 

assisting each other with bits of information, like a patchwork of knowledge that you build 

up, so that you can be more effective in the way you support them [clients].” (Int O) 

 

The pandemic has forced members of staff and members of staff from other organisations (e.g., 

health professionals and support workers) to liaise with each other in remote ways, i.e., via 

Zoom meetings, emails and telephone. This has brought about several benefits, such as:  

a. Increased accessibility to expertise, events and collaboration with external organisations.  

b. Remote modes of communication facilitate more open and informal dialogue which 

improves communication and the sharing of knowledge and experiences.  

c. An improved understanding between members of staff and external organisations is 

achieved as they share the same predicament, issues and concerns when trying to help 
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clients. This can lead to improved, better tailored and holistic services toward client needs 

as different departments and organisations work more collaboratively.  

 

4. Training 

“Due to COVID they’ve decided to join forces and to give a better experience to us advisors 

and explain to us how the system works […] Now, we’ve got Capita and DWP [working] 

together, we can get to the bottom of it and get answers.” (Int M) 

 

Remote training programmes have benefited some members of staff, as compared to in-person 

training before the pandemic, in several ways. Benefits include: 

a. Increased accessibility for some members of staff as they do not need to find time to travel 

to training locations nor arrange childcare/caring provision (for those who have 

dependents).   

b. More meaningful and informative training sessions as different training organisations work 

together, in collaboration, to deliver joint training sessions (such as Capita and DWP). This 

reduces the number of training sessions and provides more holistic and effective 

information, help and support to members of staff.  

c. Remote training sessions foster friendlier environments in which members of staff are able 

to have informal and more meaningful conversations with trainers and each other, as 

compared to training sessions before the pandemic which seemed hostile and one-

directional (information-giving rather than information-sharing/generating).       

 

5. Filling in forms  

“I get a bit narky with anyone who says, ‘Oh, yeah, it’s just form-filling, [is] what you do,’ 

because it isn’t really. […] You can’t just go through it question by question. It has to 

become a conversation […] People give you this intimate information they’ve not shared 

[…] actually, it can be quite transforming of people’s lives.” (Int O) 

 

Remote modes of communication between members of staff and clients have transformed the 

way forms are completed as compared to the ways forms were completing in the office before 

the pandemic. This has brought about new procedures which have benefited both members of 

staff and clients, as explained below:   
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a. Prior to the pandemic, forms would usually be completed in one face-to-face meeting in 

the office with the client. During the pandemic, some form-filling was carried out in 

‘piecemeal’ stages over time with and without clients. Sometimes this also required two 

forms to be filled in separately by the caseworker and the client (caseworkers complete a 

form on the computer screen whilst the client completes (e.g., signs) a paper-based form at 

home before sending it to the caseworker). These new processes can foster more effective 

ways of helping clients because they enable clients to process their case and information 

over time and collect additional information at their own pace. In addition, the time in-

between their meetings with caseworkers allows clients to reflect and manage any emotions 

(e.g., anxiety) before continuing to deal with their case.  

b. Filling in forms in gradual piecemeal ways enables caseworkers to further understand and 

tease out issues that clients do not initially and easily express to caseworkers. This enables 

caseworkers to identify additional areas of helping clients and seek any additional support 

required from external organisations on behalf of the client.   

c. Adopting a piecemeal approach to completing forms also fosters closer and more trusting 

relationships between caseworkers and clients because clients get to speak to a familiar 

voice (the same caseworker) over time.    

 

However, adopting a piecemeal approach to completing forms remotely can be problematic for 

some caseworkers and clients. For example:  

 

d. It can create a more complex system of form-filling, which can lengthen the process. 

However, caseworkers have adapted well to this by being more transparent and more 

informative toward clients.   

e. Leads to increasing a caseworker’s workload, especially when caseworkers are also having 

to provide a report about each encounter with their client.  

f. Completing forms in remote ways can hinder caseworkers from being able to effectively 

assess a client’s needs (which can be crucial when completing welfare benefits forms). For 

instance, during a telephone or video call caseworkers may not be able to identify that a 

client has a limp when walking, whereas they may have been able to identify this in the 

office.    
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6. Encounters with managers and meeting performance targets  

 

“[Weekly staff reports] have gone from closed answers to much more open and much more 

detailed. So, they are really thinking about what they have done in the week, whereas 

before it was just a numbers exercise.” (Int Q) 

The bureau responded and adapted quickly to the pandemic in regard to assessing members of 

staff needs and performance in remote ways. This has resulted in several benefits, such as:   

a. Increased accessibility to managers/supervisors. Although quarterly and annual ‘appraisal’ 

meetings with managers/supervisors have continued during the pandemic (via Zoom video 

calls, rather than in-person), members of staff are able to send WhatsApp messages direct 

to managers/supervisors more often and discuss any issues therefrom. This type of remote 

communication also makes some members of staff ‘feel’ more comfortable in approaching 

managers/supervisors as compared to being in the office where they can ‘see’ that 

managers/supervisors are sometimes too busy to be approached.    

b. More frequent meetings with members of staff enable managers/supervisors to assess and 

discuss workload, in addition to assessing staff wellbeing. This makes it possible for any 

issues to be identified and dealt with more quickly (rather than waiting until the quarterly 

meeting).  

c. Remote conversations with their managers/supervisors enable some members of staff to 

discuss and share more about their work, home life and/or wellbeing. This is because both 

parties are home which facilitate more private one-to-one conversations. Whereas in the 

office, members of staff had to sometimes book a private room with their 

managers/supervisors which can often cause delays for such conversations to happen.   

d. Managers/supervisors apply more flexibility toward members of staff achieving their 

performance targets. For example, some caseworkers are able to spend more time on certain 

cases either due to the complexity of a case or due to the caseworker’s personal 

circumstances at home.  

e. Remote meetings sometimes make it difficult for managers/supervisors to be able to assess 

staff wellbeing. For example, it can be difficult to read body-language and emotions during 

a Zoom video call or telephone conversation. Thus, managers/supervisors have had to adapt 

to overcome this issue by finding ways to identify and assess any issues. These include 

rewording questions posed to members of staff during meetings to facilitate more open 

responses, creating time and space for members of staff to discuss any work/nonwork-
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related issues. For example, ‘Wellbeing Wednesday’ sessions and adapting staff weekly 

reports (see further details in subsections (f) and (g) below) which enable 

managers/supervisors to better understand members of staff circumstances.  

f. Staff weekly reports have been adapted: they have become more discursive and less 

quantitatively focussed as compared to before the pandemic. Members of staff are able to 

explain whether or not they have achieved their targets, and why, in their own words. In 

addition, some members of staff find this approach more beneficial as they find it easier to 

express their thoughts and any issues to their managers/supervisors in writing rather than 

verbally. As a result, the information provided in the staff weekly reports are more 

meaningful and informative, and as such, have become a crucial and effective tool to 

prompt a dialogue between members of staff and their managers/supervisors.   

g. The staff weekly reports have also become an effective tool for members of staff by 

providing them with the time and space to reflect on their practices and experiences during 

the week.  

h. Staff weekly reports also enable some members of staff to ‘vent’ any issues at the end of 

the working week and can help members of staff to psychologically shutdown from their 

work and transcend into homelife.   

i. Staff weekly reports also help identify trends and issues in policy and practice from which 

the bureau can report to its headquarters for further review and future policy 

implementation. This allows problems to be highlighted and examined from the ground-

level and in real time.   

However, notwithstanding the benefits mentioned above, remote working has increased the 

number of meetings between members of staff, managers/supervisors and external 

organisations. Some members of staff feel they are “jumping from one meeting to another” (Int 

Y) since working from home during the pandemic which is problematic as it not only increases 

workload but also reduces the ability to prepare and reflect in-between meetings. Whereas 

before the pandemic, meetings were less frequent and sometimes involved members of staff 

having an opportunity to rest and reflect in-between meetings when, for example, travelling 

between different meetings and locations.   


