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Executive Summary

This project explored what claimants consider to be a fair and legitimate process - what we
term bureaucratic justice - when applying for disability benefits. The research examined
experiences of Adult Disability Payment (ADP), which is administered in Scotland, and
Personal Independence Payment (PIP), which is administered in the rest of the UK.

Key findings are as follows:
Five core process factors matter most to claimants.

- Usability (the process is straightforward, timely and clear)
- Helpfulness (help is available if needed)

- Individualised treatment (the system is willing to listen, and treats claimants as
individuals)

- Good faith (the system wants everyone eligible to get their benefits)
- Dignity (officials treat people with dignity and without suspicion)

Each factor independently shaped claimants’ perceptions of bureaucratic justice. Among
these, individualised treatment had the strongest association.

ADP is consistently rated less negatively than PIP. While neither system scored highly
overall, ADP was assessed less negatively than PIP across all five process qualities, and on
perceptions of overall bureaucratic justice.

Bureaucratically just processes are linked to cooperation. Claimants who experienced
higher levels of dignity were more willing to share information with agencies, keep them
updated about changes, and less likely to feel tempted to abandon their claim.

ADP may have mental health benefits. Compared with PIP claimants, a smaller
proportion of ADP claimants reported a decline in mental health as a result of the claims
process. Interrupted time series analysis also indicated that ADP’s roll-out was associated
with reduced antidepressant prescribing in Scotland, relative to both historical trends and
to England.

Bureaucratic justice benefits both claimants and the system. Processes experienced as
fair and legitimate are associated with better claimant wellbeing and strengthened
cooperation with the social security agencies.

Assistance in making a claim makes a difference. Claimants who wanted help but did not
receive it had a higher likelihood of their claim being denied. By contrast, claims were more
likely to be granted among those who received assistance or felt confident to proceed
without it.
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Individualised treatment

Usability The system is willing to listen,
The process is straightforward, and treats claimants as
timely and clear individuals

Bureaucratic Justice
in Disability Benefits

Good faith Helpfulness \

The system wants everyone Help is available if needed
eligible to get their benefits

Dignity
Officials treat people with dignity
and without suspicion
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Introduction

This project explored what claimants consider to be a fair and legitimate process when
applying for disability benefits. It examined experiences of Adult Disability Payment (ADP)
in Scotland and Personal Independence Payment (PIP) in the rest of the UK. The research
project commenced in April 2024 and ended in September 2025.

Placing claimants’ perspectives at the centre of the research, including those of adults
with learning disabilities, the study developed a claimant-specific understanding of what
makes for a sense of bureaucratic justice when applying for disability benefits.

Why this research matters

Disability benefits are essential for independence and wellbeing, but the claims process can
often be stressful and alienating. When, in 2022, the Scottish Government introduced Adult
Disability Payment (ADP) to replace Personal Independence Payment (PIP), it set out to
create a system experienced by claimants as fair, respectful, and dignified. Three years after
the initial rollout, it has been possible to assess how far these ambitions have been
achieved.

A claims process that is experienced as fair and legitimate is likely to be good for both
claimants and the system. For claimants, it can reduce both stress and distress. For the
system, it encourages cooperation: claimants who feel respected may be more likely to
share accurate information, keep agencies updated about changes in their circumstances,
and engage constructively when problems arise. Crucially, a system perceived by claimants
to be bureaucratically just may also help to protect against the worsening of mental health,
which is also a system benefit, since it limits the worsening of problems which may prolong
benefits claims.

Research approach

The project used a mixed-methods design, combining qualitative and quantitative
approaches:

e Interviews with disability benefit claimants and welfare rights advisors, to identify
aspects of claims processes experienced as positive or negative.

e Afocus group of adults with learning disabilities, held in partnership with the
Scottish Commission for People with Learning Disabilities, to explore what they
considered to be helpful or unhelpful features of claims processes.

e National surveys of claimants across the UK, to identify people’s evaluations of the
benefits process, their appraisals of the legitimacy of the system, and other related
issues, such as cooperation with agencies, health impacts, and the role of assistance.

e An interrupted time series analysis of antidepressant prescribing in Scotland and
England, to explore potential links with the rollout of Adult Disability Payment.
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The interviews and focus group meetings generated a list of 24 process qualities—
characteristics participants identified as influencing whether a claims process felt positive
or negative. To create a more concise set for survey testing, 11 of the most prominent
process qualities from the interview data were selected, each representing key elements of
the broader themes that emerged from the qualitative analysis. Two survey items were
developed for each of these 11 qualities.

The survey was administered on two separate samples: the first a set of benefit
claimants drawn from across the UK from YouGov's online panel; the second a set of benefit
claimants drawn from Scotland from Prolific’s online panel. The second sample was
included to increase responses from people with direct experience of claiming ADP through
Social Security Scotland, harvesting an additional 79 participants. The two datasets were
merged (PIP n = 1840; ADP n = 236) and weighted before analysis.!

1 Those who had applied to the DWP for PIP were weighted to be representative of PIP claimants by
age group, gender and region. Participants who had applied directly to Social Security Scotland for
ADP were weighted to be representative of ADP claimants by age group and gender.
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Findings

A model of bureaucratic justice for disability benefits

To build a model of the process factors predicting a sense of ‘bureaucratic justice’, we
conducted an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) of the survey data. This analysis explored
the extent to which the 11 process qualities could be grouped into a smaller set of
underlying dimensions. Drawing on both the EFA results and the original thematic analysis
of the qualitative data, five process factors were identified for use in regression analysis.
Each factor was measured via additive scales using survey items with a five-point response
scale (from strongly disagree to strongly agree), with those marked with an asterisk being
reverse coded.

FACTOR ITEMS

Usability
(=0.85)

The process was more of a hassle than it needed to be*

The process was as straightforward as it could be

Forms and communications were generally easy to understand

[ sometimes struggled to understand communications and the forms
[ had to complete*

The time the process took was about right

6. The process took longer than it needed to*

ENC RS

Helpfulness 1. Officials were generally helpful in providing applicants with
(a=0.80) guidance about the system
When going through the process, the system would offer help if |
needed it

Individualised | 1. The system was good at understanding me as a whole person

Treatment 2. The system could recognise and deal with the specifics of my illness
(0=0.90) or disability - _ _ .
| feel the system is willing to listen to me about my situation
4. Ifelt]had enough opportunities to tell the system about my
situation
Good Faith 1. Officials cared most about applicants getting the benefits they were
(a=0.72) eligible for, rather than finding reasons to reject them
' If required, I feel the system would have given me the benefit of the
doubt
Dignity 1. The system was suspicious about how honest [ was being*



Bureaucratic justice in disability benefits

D

The system was willing to believe what I told it about my illness or
disability

[ was treated with dignity in my interactions with the system
Officials tended to look down on me*

Officials had my best interests at heart

Officials couldn’t have cared less about me and my situation*

(x=0.92)

on O ps B9

In order to examine the association between the above factors and overall perceptions
of bureaucratic justice, the survey included three items measuring perceptions of
procedural fairness and system legitimacy. In analyses, these were combined into a single
‘bureaucratic justice’ variable (¢=0.92).

Bureaucratic Justice Items

1. In general, the benefits process operates as it should for people like me
2. Overall, the process for handling my benefits claim was fair
3. Overall, I am satisfied with my experience of the benefits system

Regression analysis of the weighted survey data showed that each of the five process
factors—usability, helpfulness, individualised treatment, good faith, and dignity—was a
statistically significant and independent predictor of perceptions of bureaucratic justice.
Holding other variables constant, each factor on its own was associated with stronger
feelings of having been treated with bureaucratic justice. These effects were consistent
across participants: the significance of the factors did not vary by age, gender, ethnicity or
disability.2

The figure below displays the regression coefficients, which indicate the strength of the
association between each factor and perceptions of bureaucratic justice. The results suggest
that individualised treatment is most closely associated with perceptions of bureaucratic
justice in this context. When encountering the social security agency in pursuit of disability
benefits, what seems to be most strongly associated with an overall sense of process quality
is the bureaucracy’s capacity to appreciate them as distinct individuals.

2 We measured disability in two ways. First, we recorded the broad categories of difficulties
participants reported, such as sensory (relating to hearing and/or vision), physical (relating to
mobility and/or dexterity), cognitive (relating to learning, understanding, concentrating and/or
memory), and so forth. Second, we recorded how many different kinds of difficulties participants
identified, on a scale from 0 (none reported) to 10 (ten different kinds reported). On average,
participants identified 3.49 different kinds of difficulties. This measure reflects the diversity of
disabling experiences reported by participants, rather than the severity of any single condition.
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5-factor predictors Coef (SE)
Usability 0.22 (.03)**
Helpfulness 0.05 (.02)*
Individualised treatment 0.33 (.03)**
Good faith 0.17 (.03)**
Dignity and respect 0.29 (.03)**
Weighted N 1,536
F (10,1803) 635.99
Model R2 0.77

Note: Models control for outcome of benefits claim3 and respondent age, gender ethnicity and
disability status (results not shown).
*p<0.05 **p<0.01

Comparing the bureaucratic justice of PIP and ADP

How do the assessments of PIP claimants compare with those of ADP claimants on the five
process factors and on overall perceptions of bureaucratic justice? To investigate this, we
used the same additive scales as above (see tables) and compared the means. Note that each
scale ranges in value from 1 to 5, with a mid-point of 3.

We then used two-sample t-tests to assess whether differences in the weighted means
between the two groups were statistically significant. All differences were significant, as
indicated in the far right-hand column.

PIP ADP Difference in p-value
mean
Usability 2.1 2.8 0.7 <0.0001

24 32 08 <0001
23 28 05 <0001
20 27 07 <0001
27 35 08 <0001
25 31 06 <0001

Overall, claimant assessments were fairly muted. Nonetheless, ADP was consistently
evaluated more positively than PIP across the five process factors and in the overall
assessment of bureaucratic justice. For PIP, mean scores fell below the scale midpoint on

3 This measures whether a benefit claim was denied or granted, and if granted whether lower than,
or at/higher than, the expected level (see page 9 for details).
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every factor, indicating negative assessments. By contrast, for ADP, the mean score was
below the midpoint in relation to usability, good faith and individualised treatment; but on
the remaining two factors (helpfulness and dignity), and for overall perceptions of
bureaucratic justice, claimants’ assessments were positive.

Are process factors associated with co-operation with social
security agencies?

We explored the relationships between the 5 bureaucratic justice process factors and some
key attitudinal variables associated with co-operation with the social security agencies:

Attitudinal Variables

e My experience of the benefits process means I feel comfortable sharing information
about my illness and how it affects me with social security agencies

e My experience of the benefits process makes it likely [ would keep social security
agencies up to date with any changes in my circumstances

e The assessment process is so demanding that | was sometimes tempted to drop my
benefit application*

We conducted a regression analysis for each outcome, controlling for claims
outcome, gender, age, ethnicity and disability status. The results are presented in the table
below.

5-factor Share information Keep up to Drop
predictors date claim
Coef (SE) Coef (SE) Coef (SE)
Usability 0.11 (.05)* 0.09 (.05) -0.46 (.05)**
Helpfulness 0.12 (-04)** 0.09 (.04)* 0.06 (-04)
Individ treatment 0.16 (.05)** 0.09 (-05) 0.08 (-06)
Good faith 0.09 (.05) 0.02 (.05) -0.06 (.05)
Dignity 0.39 (.05)** 0.26 (.05)** -0.40 (.06)**
Weighted N 1,509 1,437 1,513
F (17,1372-1441) 104.15 41.72 75.90
Model R2 0.41 0.27 0.33

4 This item was reverse coded.

10
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The results suggest that attitudinal outcomes are each associated with a different
set of process factors. However, we can observe the important role that dignity seems to
play. It is associated with all three outcomes; and in relation to two of those outcomes
(sharing information, and keeping the agency up to date), it has the closest association.

Has ADP had a positive impact on mental health?

Our qualitative data indicated that the process of claiming PIP could be damaging to some
people’s mental health, whereas the ADP process was generally described in less negative
terms. To explore this further, we asked survey participants whether applying for disability
benefits had improved, worsened, or had no effect on their mental health. A striking
difference emerged: 57% of PIP claimants reported a decline in mental health, compared
with 34% of ADP claimants:

Subjective Mental Health Assessment

m P[P mADP

60
50

51
40

30 34
20

10 15

: =

Has declined No change Has improved

To assess whether these differences in claimant experience might translate into
community-level effects, we analysed antidepressant prescribing as a proxy measure of
population mental health. Using interrupted time series analysis, we treated the
introduction of ADP as the intervention point and examined defined daily doses (DDDs) of
antidepressants per 1,000 population in Scotland and England between October 2015 and
November 2024. Analyses were conducted both nationally (Scotland and England) and
across Scottish health boards. Models were adjusted for time trends, seasonal variation, and
possible long-term effects of the COVID-19 pandemic.

11
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Although prescribing spikes occurred in March 2020, December 2020, and December
2021, the pandemic did not generate significant long-term effects. In Scotland, however,
ADP’s roll-out was associated with a marked decrease of 162 DDDs per 1,000 population
per month, after accounting for underlying long-term trends and seasonality. Prescribing
continued to rise overall, but the rate of increase slowed, by an estimated 4 DDDs per 1,000
population per month.

Comparison with England reinforces the interpretation that ADP was associated with
these changes. Historically, Scotland had higher antidepressant prescribing rates (by 1,000-
1,500 DDDs per 1,000 population) and a steeper increase in monthly prescribing. Following
ADP’s introduction, Scotland saw a significant reduction while no comparable change
occurred in England, suggesting a Scotland-specific effect. The rate of increase in Scotland
also converged with that observed in England—a notable shift given that England’s
prescribing data may understate demand among the most deprived, for whom the cost of
medication can act as a barrier.

Monthly anti-depressant DDDs per 1,000 population

5000

on

4000 Py

3000

® X

2 27 Country

o ¥

o > England
=S

a ~+ Scotland
)

o

Number of anti-depressant DDDs

2000 ADP rollout
I

2016 2018 2020 2022 2024
Date
Analysis of Scotland’s phased ADP roll-out by health board revealed similar patterns.
Boards clustered into higher-prescribing (e.g. Greater Glasgow and Clyde, Lanarkshire, Fife)
and lower-prescribing (e.g. Highlands, Grampian, Lothian) groups. Yet across boards, ADP’s
introduction was associated with a reduction of 126 DDDs per 1,000 population per month,
and a slower growth rate of 5 DDDs per 1,000 population per month.

Why might ADP’s introduction be linked with reduced antidepressant prescribing?
One possibility is that it reduced the degree to which the claims process itself worsened
mental health, producing an immediate effect on demand. Another is that higher approval

12



Bureaucratic justice in disability benefits

rates under ADP (54%,> compared with 48%¢ for PIP over the same period) enabled more
people to access financial support, indirectly improving access to appropriate mental health
care. In other words, one explanation focuses on the decision-making process, while the
other highlights the decision outcome.

In practice, it is difficult to separate these effects. Indeed, the distinction between
process and outcome may break down to some extent: for example, claimants who feel
treated with greater dignity may be more willing to disclose relevant information, leading to
more accurate assessments and improved outcomes.

Overall, our findings suggest that ADP’s introduction has had measurable effects on
population mental health. However, the relationship between its procedural features and
substantive outcomes is complex, and both dimensions likely contributed to the observed
changes.

Does assistance increase the likelihood of a positive outcome for
claimants?

A key finding from our qualitative data was that some claimants found the disability benefit
application form confusing and, at times, overwhelming. Several participants described
uncertainty about what questions meant and how best to answer them. To examine this
issue further, we turned to our survey data to explore whether receiving assistance with the
application process was associated with more positive outcomes.

Survey respondents were asked whether they had wanted help when making their
claim, and, if so, whether they had actually received it. They were also invited to indicate
whether their claim was granted. The results are presented below:

Received Did notreceive assistance

assistance
Did not want Wanted
help help
Application outcome (%) (%) (%)
Claim granted 88 86 72
Claim denied 12 14 28
N (weighted) 1769

5 This percentage excluded withdrawn applications. Between the rollout of ADP in March 2022 and
July 2025, 304,075 applications were processed, of which 12,685 were withdrawn, 157,305
authorized, and 170,080 denied. See

https: //www.socialsecurity.gov.scot/reporting/publications/adult-disability-payment-statistics-to-
31-july-2025

6 This percentage excludes withdrawn applications. Between March 2022 and July 2025, 3,247,523
applications were processed, of which 67,270 were withdrawn, 1,525,618 authorized, and 1,654,635
denied. See https://stat-xplore.dwp.gov.uk/webapi/jsf/tableView/tableView.xhtml
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The data suggest that it is the absence of assistance when you want it that makes a
material difference to the likelihood of a positive outcome. Outcomes were broadly similar
for those who received help and for those who did not seek it. The striking contrast lies
between those who received support and those who wanted help but did not get it. Only
12% of claimants who received help had their claim denied, compared with 28% among
those who wanted but were unable to obtain assistance. Interestingly, the proportion of PIP
claimants receiving assistance (46%) is similar to the percentage for ADP claimants (50%).
The challenge of making help available to claimants who want it is likely to exist both north
and south of the border.

14
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Conclusion

This research highlights a central tension in the administration of disability benefits.
Claimants seem to value what we term individualised treatment—being recognised as
people with unique circumstances, not just as cases to be processed. Yet the very design of
bureaucratic systems pulls in the opposite direction. Efficiency and equality of treatment
are achieved by applying standardised rules, structuring information in narrow ways, and
processing like cases alike. This mode of administration makes large-scale systems viable,
but it inevitably limits the scope for recognising individuals in their own right. In short,
disability benefit processes in the UK will likely always involve a compromise between what
claimants desire and the operational demands of bureaucracy.

Against this backdrop, Scotland’s new Adult Disability Payment (ADP) represents an
important development. While constrained by the same bureaucratic logic as other benefits,
ADP has nonetheless expanded the extent to which claimants experience individualised
treatment. It has also made advances in the usability, helpfulness and apparent good faith of
its system, and in making people feel treated with dignity. Overall, these have contributed to
stronger perceptions amongst claimants of bureaucratic justice.

Such improvements in process quality matter. When claimants feel treated in a
procedurally just way, they may well be more willing to share information, keep agencies
updated, and remain engaged with the process’—behaviours that directly support the
system’s core purpose: ensuring that those entitled to support actually receive it. Our
interrupted time series analysis also suggests that ADP may be contributing to better
claimant mental health. This would be significant not only for individuals, but also for the
system and wider public finances. Reduced stress and anxiety can lessen demand on health
and social services, while strengthening the effectiveness of benefit delivery itself.

At the same time, challenges remain. Our analysis shows that a lack of assistance during
the application process disadvantages claimants who want help, lowering their chances of
success. In this way, failures of support can undermine the link between entitlement and
award.

The broader lesson is that bureaucratic justice is not merely a claimant preference; it
likely generates gains for the system as a whole. Future policy decisions should weigh these
benefits alongside the costs of administration. A focus on procedural fairness and legitimacy
is not an optional extra—it is a practical route to a more effective and sustainable disability
benefits system.

7 Strictly speaking, we only measure associations between process qualities and behavioural
outcomes; we cannot be certain that process qualities cause those outcomes.
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