Modernizing Benefit Delivery for Citizens:
A Cloud-First, User-Centered Approach
Designed with input from its people, Social Security Scotland
modernized systems to better meet the needs of citizens.
By Karen Rewalt

I

n 2016, the United Kingdom Government began to transition the
responsibility for delivering benefits for low-income Scottish
citizens to the Scottish Government. It was one of the most significant devolution of powers to Scotland in more than two decades.
In just two years, the Scottish Government completed an ambitious initiative to establish a new agency to manage social security
benefits for its people. The effort centered around the core principle
of treating everyone with dignity, fairness, and respect, and delivering benefits to the 1.8 million people who rely on them, with a
user-centered, cloud-first technology approach.
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Driving a User-Centered
Agile Transformation
From the outset, the Scottish
Government focused on the needs of
citizens as it defined the new agency,
processes, and technology. It was imperative to move quickly and create a system
that could support future growth.
Sharing knowledge, the teams
engaged with users and stakeholder
groups at every stage of development of the services. More than 2,400
people participated as experienced
panel members, including individual
citizens, agency advisors, and diverse
stakeholder groups, such as survivors
of domestic abuse, minority and ethnic
groups, young parents, and users with
disabilities. The teams held hundreds
of sessions in more than 40 locations to
help identify the needs of diverse groups
and test concepts with different communities across all areas of Scotland.
Through this collaboration, the
Scottish Government established the
new Executive Agency, Social Security
Scotland. Between 2018 and 2019, it
successfully launched seven benefits,
including money to help parents at key
stages in their child’s life, funeral support
payments, and support for teens caring
for anyone receiving a disability benefit.

Social Security Scotland
Sees Early Signs of
Success, Earns Recognition
In the first phase of launching its
modern, flexible platform to deliver
benefits, Social Security Scotland paid
out more than £190 million to nearly
100,000 households and earned recognition in the Management Consultancy
Awards for “change and transformation in the public sector.”
The agency credits the significant
and rapid take-up of the new benefits
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to designing the service for people who
will use it, noting the simplified application process and multiple ways to apply.
Additionally, technology implementations are typically more successful
when they are one component of a
strategic, comprehensive vision. In this
case, the Scottish Government aimed
to create a single case management
platform for all benefits, delivering
a common user experience for the
agency while reducing silos and the
need for customer training on the
system across benefits.

The Journey to Cloud
In order to support the agency’s goal
of becoming a user-focused and datadriven digital organization, the Scottish
Government applied a self-described
“Cloud First” approach. They built
an open, flexible health and human
services platform that it designed to
accommodate several technologies.
Following a thorough technical evaluation, they chose to create this new
platform using AWS Cloud with an
automated “Infrastructure as Code”
principle. This was done to embrace the
latest standards, automate wherever
possible, reduce recovery times in the
event of service interruptions or difficulties, and scale with future demand.
In general, this approach has allowed
enterprises to tap into more sources of
data, both their own as well as other
data sources, in addition to new analytics tools. New algorithms, machine
learning, and artificial intelligence are
driving new insights that enable more
engaging, personalized client experiences. Cloud is at the forefront of this
new digital age and, therefore, critical
to government organizations futureproofing their businesses.
The Scottish Government is not
alone. Over the past decade, cloud
has become integral to nearly every
digital and business transformation
strategy, allowing enterprises more
convenient access to the latest technologies like the internet of things,
high-performance computing, and
blockchain to re-imagine business processes and ecosystems.
In May 2019, the European
Commission adopted a cloud-first
approach based on a hybrid cloud
service landscape that will support its

wider goal of becoming a user-focused
and data-driven digital organization by
2022. To achieve this, it must overcome
the same challenges many national
government agencies are facing,
namely, how to design, develop, deploy,
and maintain new digital systems
while modernizing legacy information
technology (IT) platforms that cannot
be changed (as they support current
programs or policy objectives).

Benefits of Moving
to Cloud
It’s easy to understand this focus—
cloud strategies support the business
and technical goals of government
agencies and have the potential
to transform internal operations,
customer relationships, and industry
value chains, through:
n Greater cost efficiency. While traditional IT requires you to purchase
computing capacity in anticipation of
growth or surges in traffic—capacity
that sits unused until you grow or
traffic surges— cloud computing
enables you to pay only for the
capacity you need, when you need
it. Cloud also eliminates the ongoing
expense of purchasing, housing, maintaining, and managing infrastructure
on premises. This allows governments
to deliver services more efficiently.
n Improved agility; faster time to
market. On the cloud you can provision and deploy a server in minutes;
while purchasing and deploying the
same server on premises might take
weeks or months.
n Greater scalability and elasticity.
Cloud computing lets you scale workloads automatically—up or down—in
response to business growth or surges
in traffic. And working with a cloud
provider that has data centers spread
around the world enables you to scale
up or down globally on demand,
without sacrificing performance.
n Improved reliability and business
continuity. Because most cloud providers have redundancy built into
their global networks, data backup
and disaster recovery are typically
much easier and less expensive to
implement effectively in the cloud
than on premises.
See Scotland on page 35
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PLATFORMS FOR CHANGE continued from page 5

3. Attend to training and
change management.
Although platforms can produce
systems at record speed, they do not
eliminate the need to educate, inform,
and engage your user community.
Fortunately, since the technical aspects
are less intense and time consuming,
your organization should have more
bandwidth to focus on people-related
needs to foster seamless adoption of
the new technology.

4. Look ahead with
an open mind.
Now that we’ve seen how platform
solutions delivered during the
pandemic, we encourage every publicsector organization to consider other
opportunities to use this approach. A
platform can be used, not only to stand
up new capabilities, but also to migrate
legacy systems to the cloud.
Time and again, we encounter
organizations with many people who
are highly knowledgeable in using a
legacy system but few, if any, who have

an in-depth understanding of precisely how it works. It is now possible
to use the Salesforce platform to
automate migration of legacy logic and
code—even if it’s a “black box”—from
mainframe to cloud. This approach
delivers functionally equivalent
capabilities on the platform without
spending months or years defining
business requirements.
Once the legacy system has been
replicated in the cloud, you can decommission costly mainframe systems and
begin leveraging the platform’s native
capabilities to extend and enhance an
application. Although modernizing
your legacy system using an enterprise
platform will take longer than three to
six weeks, platform features do accelerate innovation and help complete
the work in a dramatically shorter
timeframe than traditional legacy
modernization approaches.

Force Multiplier
We have been exploring the benefits
of platforms for years; now we have

experienced them firsthand. Let’s
make this the beginning, not the end of
the platform story for the public sector.
As government focuses less on outputs
and more on outcomes—and lines blur
further between information technology and the “business”—they turn
to these technologies as invaluable
platforms for change.
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SCOTLAND continued from page 10
n Continually improving performance. The leading cloud service
providers regularly update their
infrastructure with the latest,
highest-performing computing,
storage, and networking hardware.
n Better security, built in.
Traditionally, security concerns have
been the leading obstacle for organizations considering cloud adoption.
But in response to demand, the
security offered by cloud service
providers is steadily outstripping onpremises solutions.
Today, enterprises are adopting a
variety of cloud deployment and delivery
models. Deployment models comprise
private clouds, public clouds, or a mix
of both, ranging from fully run and
managed at the client’s environment, to a
fully hosted, third-party implementation.

IBM Social Program
Management on the Cloud
The Scottish Government’s journey
to the cloud to deliver benefits to its
citizens is a great example of applying
design-thinking principles for usercentered digital transformation and
embracing cloud. With more than 25
years of experience working with health
and human services organizations, the
IBM Watson Health team and the Social
Program Management (SPM) platform
will continue to help clients realize their
vision of providing better experiences to
the people they serve.
Today, the SPM platform is deployed
on Red Hat OpenShift, providing
flexible, modular procurement and
implementation strategies to better
manage risk and cost. SPM clients can
accelerate their digital transformation
with high portability across multiple

cloud providers, including IBM Cloud,
AWS Cloud, Microsoft Azure, and
Google Cloud.
Now more than ever, government
agencies are recognizing the need to
digitally transform health and human
services. IBM SPM is developed by
caseworkers, for caseworkers—every
element of the platform is designed
with the needs of end users in mind.
This proven, industry-leading
platform is designed for the unique
needs of social program management, allowing agencies to utilize
technologies to alleviate burdens so
caseworkers can spend more time
focusing on what matters most—
improving their communities.
Note. Data in this article were sourced from
the Social Security Scotland website, the
Management Consultancies Association
(MCA) website, and IBM research.
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