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A call to collect and analyse recordings of personal 
independence payment assessments

Joseph Webba and Saul Albertb

aUniversity of bristol, bristol, UK; bUniversity of loughborough, UK

ABSTRACT
Recent UK policy changes enable claimants to record their 
Personal Independence Payment (PIP) assessments, present-
ing an opportunity to study how they are produced inter-
actionally. Disabled people have often reported feeling 
disempowered by PIP assessments, and these assessments 
are notoriously inaccurate – the vast majority are overturned 
in the claimants’ favour upon appeal. Given the quality of 
claimants’ lives often depends on their outcome, it is urgent 
to learn how the assessment process yields so many suc-
cessful appeals. Here we analyse a small sample of one PIP 
assessment recording, uploaded to YouTube by the claimant, 
to show the importance of understanding these high-stakes 
interactional situations. We intend for this to show the impor-
tance of looking at the interactional detail of PIP assessments, 
which have hitherto been hidden from scrutiny because of 
the difficulty of obtaining recordings of assessments.

Personal independence payment consultations: activism 
and  the  right to own recordings

Personal Independence Payments (PIPs) are a non-means tested and 
non-taxable benefit for people in the UK who need support with daily 
activities and/or getting around due to a long-term illness or disability. PIP 
assessments are typically carried out in-person by a health care professional 
whose role it is to assess need through focusing on two key components: 
mobility (the person’s ability to get around) and daily living (the ability to 
perform a range of functions and activities necessary for everyday life). The 
entitlement to these benefits is based on an in-person assessment which 
has been outsourced by the UK Government to two private companies 
(Independent Assessment Services and Capita).
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PIP assessments were intended to deliver reliable, fair, standardised assess-
ments (Gray, 2017), however 67% of assessment decisions are overturned 
in the claimant’s favour on appeal (DWP 2021b), suggesting those aims 
have not been met. Responding to frustrations and experiences of inequity, 
disabled people started unofficially recording PIP interviews to aid in these 
appeals and to share information with others (see e.g. Reed 2017). Claimants 
began using social media to share tips about how to navigate PIP assess-
ment questions, and some uploaded recordings to YouTube (providing the 
data used here). At first, official policies limited recording by requiring 
expensive ‘tamper-proof’ tape systems. By 2019, however, the ‘On The Record’ 
campaign (DPAC Sheffield 2020; Recovery in the Bin, 2019) had started 
lending out inexpensive, tamper-proof recording kits across the UK, letting 
claimants officially record their assessments. Human rights lawyers also 
began to put legal pressure on the government to record all PIP assessments 
by default (James et  al. 2019). In late 2020, the two UK PIP assessment 
providers ATOS and Capita began offering recordings of telephone-based 
PIP assessments, and when in-person assessments resume (currently paused 
because of the COVID-19 pandemic), ministers are committed to providing 
recordings by default. Carina Murray, a campaigner for improving access to 
recording PIP assessments, responded by saying: ‘recording assessments will 
fill in the blanks where information gets missed, so our voices will be heard.’ 
(Independent Lives 2020). Here we present an initial analysis of some early 
PIP assessment recordings to begin this process. We accessed PIP recordings 
through videos already in the public domain, uploaded to YouTube by PIP 
claimants. We applied for and received ethical approval from Loughborough 
University ethics committee to analyse the videos as data. In this article we 
draw on one recording of a PIP assessment to illustrate our central argu-
ment. For anonymity, all names and identifying information have been 
changed.

We must study PIP assessments as interactions

Given the implications of the outcome, it is unsurprising that disabled 
people often attribute stress and negative mental health impacts to the 
process of PIP assessments (Gray 2014; Machin and McCormack 2021). The 
introduction of Personal Independence Payments (PIP) in 2013 fundamen-
tally changed disability assessments and redrew the boundaries of what 
(and who) is considered disabled. This is a striking example of how the 
social construction of disability is manifested so explicitly in policing what, 
officially, ‘counts’ as disability (Roulstone 2015). In practice, PIP claimants 
fill in a questionnaire about activities of daily living entitled ‘how your 
disability affects you’ (DWP, 2021a), which healthcare professionals (HCPs) 
use during a semi-structured PIP assessment interview to evaluate their 
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eligibility for PIP on a nine-point scale. For example, the first item in the 
PIP assessment ‘table of activities, descriptors and points’ (Citizen’s Advice 
2021) evaluates the claimant’s ability to prepare food for themselves (see 
Figure 1 which is the Food Preparation section of the PIP assessment 
scoring sheet. Points are awarded based on assessed level support needs 
relating to specific activities – in this case ‘preparing food’). Note how one 
HCP designs an initial question about food preparation:

‘So preparing food. You’ve put that sometimes you can forget and that your wife 
supervises and your wife cooks most of the time, but you can use the microwave safely.’

After several turns where the claimant explains that they cannot cook 
safely, the HCP apparently ignores this response and refers, instead, to their 
official notes saying:

‘So, um, you’ve put here that you can microwave safely.’

After the HCP does repeated requests for confirmation (‘Is that right?’)—
strongly weighted towards a positive response - the claimant finally con-
firms that:

‘Yeah. Yeah, I can, I can use the microwave safely.’

The claimant (who uploaded the video) reported receiving zero points 
overall, including for this food preparation activity, despite emphasizing 
that they cannot cook for themselves. Since claimants’ needs can be 
minimized through the HCP’s design of interview questions in this way, 
it is essential that we study PIP assessments at interactional levels of 
detail. Until now, however, such data have remained largely unavailable 
for scrutiny.

Figure 1. the food preparation scoring sheet in the PiP assessor’s ‘table of activities, descrip-
tors and points.’
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The interactional production of PIP assessments

The Department of Work and Pensions (DWP) itself recognizes that variations 
in the interactional production of PIP assessments are undermining their 
validity. In an ‘accountability hearing’, the DWP Permanent Secretary Peter 
Schofield gave the following evidence on the different outcomes of phone 
and face to face consultations: ‘because the assessor is not seeing the indi-
vidual face-to-face, they have to ask better questions and they have to get 
to the heart of the issue that is affecting the individual in terms of their daily 
living. They can’t just make judgments on what they see face to face in a 
snapshot of the meeting that they have. That seems to translate into better 
quality reports from assessors’ (Work and Pensions Committee 2021, p. 19). 
The interactional details of how these questions are formulated, delivered, 
and responded to, clearly requires detailed analysis. Even with our small sample 
we can demonstrate how conflicting agendas and disparate understandings 
of the interview are built into its very first moments.

In the following PIP interview (uploaded to YouTube by the claimant), 
which we transcribed using Jefferson’s (2004) conversation analytic conven-
tions, the HCP first checks that the recording equipment is on, then announces 
the start of the PIP assessment.

In line 6, after the assessor has introduced herself by name, the claimant 
immediately responds with ‘Hi’, and a proffer of his own name ‘I’m Jonathan’, 
in overlap, while the assessor continues her self-introduction with a list of 
her professional roles (lines 7 and 9). Rather than having listened to 
Jonathan introducing himself, the assessor then seems—from the use of 
the surname ‘Fountain’ in line 11—to (incorrectly) read his name from 
her notes.

Sacks (1995, pp. 3–4) first lecture on the ‘Rules of Conversational Sequence’ 
describes one of the earliest observations in conversation analysis (CA) 
(Schegloff 1995, pp. xvi–xvii): that once someone volunteers their name in 
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introduction, it is normative to give yours in return. While the claimant 
orients to this norm by producing his name in line 8, the HCP delivers her 
opening monologue without pause and, as her mistaking his name for 
‘Joshua’ shows, without attending to his response. Indeed, by apparently 
reading his name from her notes (incorrectly), and only requesting that he 
provide confirmation, the HCP demonstrably prioritizes her ‘official’ source 
of information over the claimant’s own self-identification. Even from this 
tiny extract, we see the claimant treating the situation an interpersonal 
conversation by offering his own name in response to the HCP’s 
self-introduction, while the HCP treats it as an interview, prioritizing her 
institutional roles and official sources of information.

Although we lack space to provide a fuller analysis, we can offer a few 
initial observations. In the PIP assessment that follows, the assessor frequently 
designs loaded questions (as in the question(s) about food preparation, 
outlined above), that can have a significant effect on how people answer 
assessment questions (Jones et  al. 2020). Jonathan often responds in ways 
that do not conform to the questioner’s presuppositions, and the HCP fre-
quently re-designs her questions until she gets responses that minimise his 
support needs. These first few seconds alone indicate how the claimant and 
the HCP construct their identities within the PIP assessment, how opportu-
nities to talk are organised in this setting, and how different agendas are 
upheld or undermined throughout the assessment. This short sequence 
sheds light on moments that may contribute to the dissatisfaction that 
Jonathan expresses in the video description and comments underneath, as 
well as why other claimants experience PIP assessments as unempathetic 
and impersonal (Porter, Pearson, and Watson 2021). It also suggests that 
interactional studies of PIP interviews could explain how they often under-
state claimants’ needs, and that applied CA combined with methods that 
prioritize disabled people’s perspectives and involvement (e.g. Williams et  al. 
2020) could help to improve the trustworthiness and efficacy of PIP 
assessments.

Concluding thoughts

In this paper we prepare for imminent policy changes to PIP assessment 
recordings by arguing that a detailed CA study of the interactional produc-
tion of initial PIP assessments would help explain their inaccuracy, and could 
provide guidelines for improving practice. The ability to access and record 
PIP interviews represents a vital new opportunity to use these recordings 
for research that could have a significant impact on the outcome of assess-
ments, and therefore on the lives of disabled people. The voices of disabled 
people matter, and so do the ways in which they are involved in interactions 
that shape their economic and social lives.
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