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When you try to grab a fish, it slips right out of your grasp; so how do you get a hold of it? You use a net. In the same way, we use nets to hold on to the wiggly world. If you want to control a wiggle, you’ve got to throw some kind of net over it. That’s our foundation for measuring the world – nets with so many holes across and so many holes up and down to help us determine where each wiggle is in terms of holes in the net and this is how we break up wiggles into bits. … But in nature, wiggles don’t come ‘pre-bitted.’ That’s just our way of measuring and controlling patterns and processes. If you want to eat a chicken, you have to cut it up in order to take a bite – it doesn’t come already bitten. In the same way, the world doesn’t come thinged.


Alan Watts, Out of Your Mind, 2004


There are dead zones that riddle our lives, areas so devoid of any possibility of interpretive depth that they seem to repel any attempt to give them value or meaning. They are spaces, as I discovered, where interpretive labour no longer works. It’s hardly surprising that we don’t like to talk about them. They repel the imagination. But if we ignore them entirely, we risk becoming complicit in the very violence that creates them.


David Graeber, ‘Dead zones of the imagination’, London School of Economics, 2012
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Little Boxes




There’s a pink one and a green one,


And a blue one and a yellow one,


And they’re all made out of ticky-tacky


And they all look just the same.


‘Little Boxes’, Malvina Reynolds, 1962





It was on 27 February 2013, when Anthony Bryan applied for his first British passport at the age of fifty-nine – to visit his mother in Jamaica – that the trouble started.


There were reasons, or at least explanations, why this simple application caused as much trouble as it did. The coalition government still had two years to run, but the Home Office was firmly under the control of the immigration ‘hawks’, including Theresa May. The anti-immigration UKIP had won an unprecedented 150 council seats. Something had to be done, and the immigration department of the Home Office was about to do it. This was, after all, the period when the Home Office had been preparing its controversial ‘GO HOME OR FACE ARREST’ posters. The issue was becoming overheated.


And so it was that immigration officials saw Mr Bryan’s non-standard application. Since arriving in the UK in 1965 (or thereabouts), he had never gone abroad again, so he had never needed a passport. Even so, he was surprised and concerned when they told him he was ‘illegal’, and made a note to that effect on his electronic file.


It was the first inkling of what was to happen to him over the next four years, caught in a nightmarish Kafkaesque world presided over by those same officials, which left him drained and nearly bankrupt. They were operating various different kinds of software, all based on the same ‘tickbox’ system designed to simplify the immigration process and make it easier and faster to administer – for the officials, not necessarily for the applicants. Over the following months and years, the system simply refused to believe him, putting him through hoops requiring evidence that he consistently provided but which it refused to accept – leaving him finally battered, penniless and unemployed.


It is the way we increasingly automate decisions about people’s lives by ticking boxes that this book is about. It is a peculiar business, this ‘tickbox’ which was blamed – along with a great deal else – for Anthony Bryan’s ordeal. It is partly a description of how people use software, partly a metaphor for the gulf between those taking decisions based on inflexible rules and those on the receiving end, and partly a new way of understanding the phrase ‘square peg in a round hole’, which was the old way in which we communicated the same bundle of ideas, particularly in previous generations subject to boneheaded military bureaucracy – a characteristic defined beautifully by the military historian Richard Adams as ‘oppressive attention to marginal detail’.1 This covered everything from dressing tall recruits in short trousers (and vice versa) because that was what they were given, right through to Catch-22, and all the rest – deliberately designed, in the USA at least, to prevent soldiers from thinking too much.


‘When you think of the long and gloomy history of man, you will find more hideous crimes have been committed in the name of obedience than have ever been committed in the name of rebellion,’ wrote the novelist C. P. Snow. He was referring to the Nazis, but this is dangerous stuff for anyone, as we will see.2


Yet tickbox is also something new, it seems to me. It is the word we have given to the algorithm-driven world we now live in, where so many decisions have been taken out of human hands and devolved to apps using information derived from the boxes we have ticked – or where people behave as if that were the case, surrendering their human judgement. This book is my attempt to pin down the meaning and to understand the implications.


For me, tickbox is a noun as well as an adjective. It has a mind of its own and seems determined to take every decision. This would clearly be nonsense, were it not for the fact that those who run the world appear to be determined to automate decisions along the rules they have set. Those who believe in this post-bureaucratic vision are in power across the world, leading in my view to the kind of widespread disaffection that is currently turning the world inside out (though not yet upside down). The greatest advocates of tickbox live in the best-paid management consultancies. The greatest believers run government departments – especially, for some reason, in the UK. The greatest tickbox gurus are those who own the vast IT companies of Silicon Valley.


They also believe, as data experts, that measuring things is more important than doing things. There is a Scottish proverb: You don’t make sheep any fatter by weighing them. This is what a friend of mine, the director of a volunteering charity, told the Home Office official responsible for their grant for the following year. He told me later about the look of rage and horror that spread over the official’s face in response.


It is certainly true that I am peddling a heresy that is profoundly shocking to those who run the world. In fact, that is one of my main motivations for writing this book. What I believe I am doing, however, is naming a modern scourge, one we are supposed to accept as part of modernity, but is actually something else – a phenomenon that is taking slow control over our money, our health and our lives, stealing away our influence as customers, making public services ruinously expensive and, most of all perhaps, undermining our ability – even our desire – to act on the world.


Tickbox is a close relative of something a little more familiar: the numbers, targets and key performance indicators (KPIs) which underpin it, and which so infuriatingly tend to miss the point. For example, it leads services to concentrate on ticking the boxes rather than helping their customers, wasting vast sums of money producing inaccurate figures. Some years ago, there was a revealing fly-on-the-wall documentary about the security staff at Heathrow Airport, which demonstrated that by far their greatest concern was not catching potential terrorists. It was identifying the fake travellers sent by their managers to test their adherence to protocols.


Perhaps that amounts to the same thing, but I am not convinced that they use the same kind of intuition to sniff out the former that they would do to detect the latter. Imagine that state of affairs prevailing in every service, public or private, when the attention of staff shifts to meeting their batteries of targets and KPIs, because their bonuses depend on them doing so. Imagine their frustration as they go through the approved motions to tick the boxes, rather than meeting the needs of their clients. There is the impetus of the iron rule-of-thumb which has become known as Goodhart’s Law, of which more in Chapter 4.


These kinds of KPIs and targets have a particularly ludicrous effect on policing. There was the child arrested for throwing a slice of cucumber and the man cautioned for ‘possession of an egg with intent to throw’.3 Would he have been arrested had it not been for the targets that encouraged arrests? Small changes in definition also have dramatic effects. Bag-snatching used to be defined as lost property until the 1930s, while minor vandalism became defined as criminal only in 1977 – doubling the crime rate overnight, and fuelling some of the angst about rising crime that followed.4 The point is not whether these definitions are right or wrong – the criminalisation of bag-snatching definitely seems like progress – but that these feed through into statistics which seem entirely objective, but are actually tweaked as much by definitions as they are by real crime trends.


This kind of centralised control, public and private, tends to suck in everyone else’s time. In Dickens’ Circumlocution Office (the dismal bureaucratic morass where Arthur Clennam is forced to discuss the debtors’ prison in Little Dorrit), those running this circularising office – armed with batteries of Victorian statistics (the Victorians loved their figures) – regarded themselves as defending the integrity of the system. They did not mind, as tickbox doesn’t mind, that it is a nightmare for anyone who has to deal with them. It is the system that matters.


And so it is that if you are a fully qualified teacher, applying to be a teaching assistant, you will find you have to go through the whole disclosure procedure for criminal records again, even though you are up to date in your previous role. This kind of absurdity is part of a wider problem – it is what happens when generic HR departments take over from local or specialised personnel staff, perhaps also covering more than one local authority area, and probably lacking any understanding of or interest in education. It is one of the hidden ways that shared services – the current buzzword in administrative circles – tend to add to costs. In a tickbox world, where boxes replace human bureaucrats, then all the effort and responsibility falls on us.


Tickbox subsumes all these examples. It includes the peculiar way in which the numbers miss the point, which I first discovered listening to Alan Milburn, as Labour Health Secretary, congratulating the NHS on the rising number of prescriptions they issue, without asking whether that figure was related to health. In the same way, it meant Victorian statisticians trying to measure the morality of children by counting the number of hymns they knew by heart. But then previous ages were more alive to the way that numbers or data were used to manipulate. During the First World War, according to David Lloyd George, the War Office used to keep three sets of figures – one to delude the cabinet, one to delude the public and one to delude itself.


It also means, not so much the process of ticking boxes, which may sometimes be the right response – but the belief that you can replicate the world in this way, can take effective decisions, that the data represents reality. What I mean is not so much the algorithm itself; I mean the attitude that lies behind that algorithm among those who manage the world. That is why I personalise it by using the term ‘tickbox’, as if I was describing something alive – because I regard myself as facing down an attitude which, taken together, has some monstrous elements.


So when people complain about tickboxing, as they increasingly seem to do, what do they mean? The answer is that they mean something more informal than the phrase means in its strict dictionary definition. In other words, tickbox has taken on layers of meaning that were never quite intended by the people who write the forms, the programs and algorithms designed to manage us.


When we use the phrase ‘tickbox solution’, we refer normally to the fact that it isn’t actually a solution at all. That is why I humbly define tickbox as an automated solution that is at one remove from reality. That gap between appearance and reality turns out to be very important, as it was for Anthony Bryan.



Tyranny by KPI


Tickbox pretends the whole world is a computer program. So you need to be absolutely precise to communicate with it, and this was the danger faced by people in Anthony Bryan’s situation. They were being asked about details of their lives decades before, when they were children, and they could not be precise. On the face of it, Bryan had as much right to live in the UK as anyone else. It was just that, because he had arrived in the mid-1960s, on his brother’s passport, he had no proof of actually entering the country. The old landing cards had been destroyed by officials back in 2010, at the beginning of the period when Theresa May was formulating her ‘hostile environment’ for illegal immigrants.


Mr Bryan’s problem was shared with a number of others in the so-called Windrush Generation, broadly those who came to the UK from the Caribbean between the first arrival of the Empire Windrush at London docks in 1948 and Enoch Powell’s inflammatory ‘rivers of blood’ speech in 1968: his papers were not in order. Like them, he had arrived unrecorded as a baby or child, and had needed no passport since. Yet, under the Immigration Act 1973, he not only had the right to citizenship, but he could apply for an indefinite delay before applying for it. He knew that, and so did his family and friends. The difficulty was to persuade the Home Office system of this.


From there, the pressure began to mount. Capita, agents of the Home Office, began to phone him and ask him for evidence to support his claim. He was a painter and decorator and self-employed, so for a time this seemed difficult to provide. But Mr Bryan did the sensible thing and consulted a solicitor. The solicitor told him that, when you have lived in a nation since the age of nine – especially when that was five decades ago – you are bound to leave some documentary traces, whether at school or via your bank account or what you pay in tax. Sure enough, he had.


There were thirteen years of National Insurance contributions, a letter from a former partner describing the three children she’d had with him, and a letter from his son confirming the story. There were birth certificates to confirm it further, plus payslips and photos. But then came the real bombshell. None of this evidence seemed to make any difference. The immigration services’ tickbox system rolled inexorably on. By August 2015, the Home Office decided that, if Mr Bryan could not provide precisely what the system demanded at the right moment, that meant there was no evidence and that he had no ‘leave to remain’.


MPs on the Human Rights Select Committee decided later that the ‘hostile environment’ policy, in practice, meant ‘failing to treat individuals as deserving of respect and basic dignity’. The hostility had by then been extended from illegal migrants to anyone who might just possibly have entered the UK illegally. ‘We found the Home Office’s approach to, and handling of, Windrush immigration detention cases dehumanising and deeply problematic,’ the committee said in its report on Bryan and another migrant. ‘In both cases, multiple opportunities to resolve [their] cases and to confirm their status were missed. They were seemingly treated with suspicion and incredulity despite consistent information and evidence, supported by multiple witnesses confirming their life stories.’


In fact, it was worse than that. The experience of dealing with the system was itself alienating in the extreme. ‘No support was offered to individuals navigating such a complex immigration system,’ said the report, ‘in which it seems even the officials did not know which laws and rules to be applying and instead presented an obstructive attitude of simply asking individuals for more and more impossible historic evidence and resorting too readily to detention if this was not satisfied. Indeed, there seemed to be a lack of a basic culture of humanity, care and respect in dealing with people.’


The difficulty is that tickbox encourages people to believe that any job can be organised on the basis of a production line and split up into its constituent parts. This makes it hard for the next person to understand the missing informal knowledge – maybe something a patient said during the night, or other nuanced peculiarities such as those from tax cases. It also takes no account of the kind of attention to detail staff will give cases when they are doing the whole thing, which is why mistakes have rocketed since HM Revenue and Customs took an assembly-line approach.5 It did this in the mid-2000s in a programme called PaceSetter when, with the help of the tickbox consultancy McKinsey, it imposed on its procedures the whole business of assembly-line management, as thought up by Frederick Winslow Taylor (whose role in the development of tickbox we will explore in Chapter 2). It was by all accounts a demoralising period of data and stopwatches. One staff member told researchers: ‘We never see the finished product. Senior management use statistics to lie to us to pretend things have improved. We are treated like imbeciles …’6


Since then, the number of tax inspectors who deal with each return has increased from two to six – even though staff numbers have been cut – and every one of those handovers is an opportunity for confusion, misunderstandings and mistakes (perhaps that is why a million people now pay the wrong amount of tax every year).7 The more work gets sorted, batched, handed over and queued, the more it has to be done again. It is the same in offices, where nobody sees the whole job, except – theoretically at least – the distant manager, poring over the misleading statistics on the screen.


Whether it was an honest mistake or not, by the end of summer 2015, Mr Bryan’s application for leave to remain, which he had been told to submit, was marked ‘REJECTED’ and he was told he had been turned down because of ‘insufficient evidence’.


What on earth had been going on? You don’t expect this kind of behaviour from all-powerful officials in the UK – in Soviet Russia or a Middle Eastern dictatorship, perhaps. Which is why MPs gave so much attention to Bryan’s story.


But putting the story in the context of the ‘hostile environment’ was not enough of an explanation. It implied malevolence, which did not really seem to be there. The system was operated by otherwise sane people, many of them recent asylum seekers or immigrants themselves. Treating people in this way while going through the process goes far beyond creating a hostile environment, and – if you have the resources – it could be challenged in the courts, quite apart from anything else. Something else was happening, and it went back some time before Theresa May’s period in office.


Lunar House in Croydon, Ground Zero of the UK immigration system, has always had a terrifying reputation for inefficiency and inhumanity. But I found myself, as I researched this book, increasingly sympathetic with immigration staff, caught between their sense of humanity and a system that seems to take no account of individual cases or shades of grey, operating ‘in a constant state of crisis’, according to one rare whistleblower, when often they have only recently arrived in the country themselves.


It is one peculiarity of the Home Office worker bees that so many have recently survived the system themselves. That may be one reason why so few whistleblowers come forward. Most of those working there want to support their beleaguered colleagues under pressure, but they are also aware that speaking out may undermine their own leave to remain in the UK.


Part of the problem of tickbox, like old-fashioned bureaucracy, is that it can encourage groupthink. It shifts the attention of organisations away from what the public want, what their users need or what their customers might like – and fixes their attention almost exclusively on what their managers want. And what their managers want is often to make the best impact on the company hierarchy. Then the argument shifts, almost imperceptibly, away from ‘Is this launch safe?’ (I’m thinking of the space shuttle Challenger), or ‘Is this cladding the best thing for the tenants of this tower block?’, or ‘Can we do better for this patient?’ – to ‘Are we meeting our KPIs?’


Look at the most disastrous public service failures, like that at Mid Staffs Hospital, and you find that staff often turn on the handful of courageous whistleblowers for letting the side down – never mind how many patients have been allowed to die of neglect. Take, for example, primary care in north-west London, where there are 379 surgeries and 750 contracts; there are also a terrifying 30,000 key performance indicators for the clinical commissioning groups (the so-called CCGs) to meet.8


Few of these KPIs are silly by themselves, but they are ridiculously detailed – and there are so many of them Here is ND1, for example:




Proportion of babies registered within the CCG both at birth and on the last day of the reporting period who are eligible for newborn blood spot (NBS) screening and have a conclusive result recorded on the child health information system (CHIS) at less than or equal to 17 days of age.





And here is NH1:




The proportion of babies with a no clear response result in one or both ears or other result that require an immediate onward referral for audiological assessment who receive audiological assessment within the required timescale.





These are both Public Health England KPIs, but they certainly impact on CCGs.


Perhaps the silliest is the target for ambulance and A&E services to get more than a 15 per cent response rate to the Friends and Family Test question: ‘How likely are you to recommend our service to friends and family?’ As if most people would be recommending their situation to anyone in those circumstances. My understanding is that the response rate is hardly ever reached. A friend of mine was told by an A&E receptionist that they had to hide the feedback box, especially at weekends. The problem was that a few drunk patients got into the habit of throwing up in the feedback boxes, so that they could say: ‘That’s how likely I’ll be to recommend it!’ Mental health and Prison Service NHS staff have mainly refused to collect data about recommendations, for the sake of their own safety when they ask the question.


The effect of all this numerical detail is to strangle any other conversation about the NHS in north London – like, for example, caring for patients. It gives us a fake, simplified and mechanistic view of what is undoubtedly a complex system – but complex in a different way. Anyone who thinks differently looks as if they are missing the point, but it is actually the system that misses the point.


As this book will show, this is part of what might be described as the simplification – not to say vulgarisation – of the official mind. And it is already having consequences. Because, in immigration for example, simply importing a hostile environment policy fails to explain the sheer incompetence of the system, and its staggering ability to lose precious documents and then demand more. In 2017, the Guardian investigated cases of lost birth certificates, children’s passports going missing, education certificates disappearing and the misplacing of appeal bundles. The most serious was the case of a woman who had lived in the UK for twenty-one years, who was refused leave to remain and whose documents were never returned. She found herself in a fearsome international limbo. ‘The situation has left her suffering significant financial losses,’ the newspaper wrote.9 Recently, at least four examples have come to light of people waiting for more than two decades for a decision. It puts Dickens’ Circumlocution Office to shame.


The former borders and immigration inspector, John Vine, told MPs that the issue of lost documents features ‘in every inspection’. During one of his inspections, 150 boxes of post, including correspondence from applicants, MPs and their legal representatives, were discovered in a room in the immigration office in Liverpool. To put this into some kind of context, a friend of mine, originally from North Africa but working in south London, sent his passport to the Home Office to apply to visit his family. The office then promptly lost it, which meant he could not make the journey, even though his mother was dying. When he asked his MP to take up the case, he was told that two years was, in comparison to other similar cases, not nearly serious enough. ‘Come back in a year’s time,’ he was told.


There was no suggestion that the case workers at the immigration service responsible for Anthony Bryan’s documents had lost any of them. The problem was not that they had lost them; it was that they had failed to look at them. Whether this failure to look applies to everyone from Russian oligarchs to refugees, I don’t know, but I fear the worst.


Part of Mr Bryan’s problem was that he could not remember whether he had arrived in 1957, 1965 or 1966. Nor could he – and this was the crucial bit – provide the four items of proof that he had been in the UK for every year since 1973, which was what tickbox required. Which may be why he was taken into custody, although only in September 2016 – the wheels of the Home Office grind slowly. But at this point, his partner of five years, Janet, intervened and the evidence began to mount. She provided photographs of five of his children, and his solicitor found evidence of NI contributions going back to 1972. The Home Office response: his request for temporary release was refused.


That was how Mr Bryan found himself behind bars in his own country. His son was dying in hospital and he could not visit him. His mental state was such that he was now prepared to capitulate.


‘They gave me plane tickets to send me back to Jamaica, a country where I didn’t know no street,’ he said, describing how his time in detention had broken him. ‘I was ready to go back to a country that I didn’t know because I didn’t see any other choice. I just wanted to get out of the cell.’10


Luckily for Bryan, his MP Kate Osamor intervened and asked the Home Office to investigate. It released him pending an investigation, but refused to discuss his case with her on the grounds of data protection and privacy.


But at this point, the Bryan story just gets crazier. Having released him from custody, the IT system began to flag up the fact that his boxes had still not been ticked. It seemed obvious to the tickbox mind that he should be arrested again – where, after all, were the four items of proof for every year of residence that he had been asked for? Since events move at snail’s pace at the Home Office, it was not until a year later that it arrested him again pending deportation. Then in November 2017, his solicitors secured a stay on his removal from the UK through the courts, and received a letter from his primary school confirming when he had started. Bryan was released again. Even so, it was not until February 2018 that the Home Office finally accepted he had every right to be here.


No simple malevolence could manage something like that. It is a bit like people who drive obediently into a river, or the path of an oncoming train, because their sat-nav system tells them to. For some reason, the immigration system has developed a kind of boneheaded stupidity. And there are now projects to research the fates of all the other 850 cases similar to Anthony Bryan’s, and which seem to have resulted in at least some wholly unjust and unwarranted deportations. A similar tickbox system is employed to manage the lives of claimants of all kinds, though the requirement for four items of proof has now been relaxed.11


The Home Office defended itself to MPs, claiming that the detentions were the result of ‘a series of mistakes over a period of time’, but officials were unable to give the committee details of any action that had been taken to stop such mistakes happening again. ‘We did not find that explanation credible or sufficient. We take the view that there was in all likelihood a systemic failure,’ its report concluded. Instead, the Home Office blamed the system.


The system. It is a catch-all phrase, but taken literally, it does actually get to the nub of things.


A non-straightforward case


The release was a little brutal as well. Paulette Wilson was another example, along with Anthony Bryan, taken up by the select committee of MPs in its investigation. Her daughter had been banned from the reporting centre when her mother became confused during her immigration interview. This was Wilson’s evidence to MPs about the day the immigration officials finally accepted she had no case to answer.




The day I was released, they put me outside the airport. The man who let me out said, ‘A cab is going to pick you up and take you to the station.’ I was outside the airport. I was in tears, crying, because the planes were just taking off over my head. I had to stand and squeeze my head. I was praying for this taxi man to come and pick me up. They shoved me out. No one stayed with me. I waited for the cab. The cab man came. He said, ‘Are you Paulette Wilson?’ I said, ‘Yes.’ He put me in the cab and took me to the station. From the station, they gave me a travel warrant to get from here back to Wolverhampton, and that was it. I was on the Underground. Then I got to Euston and I was put on the fastest train back to Wolverhampton. They have not said anything to me ever since.12





Anthony Bryan had also been abandoned by his tormentors, so to speak. He told MPs that he had been facing bailiffs because of the legal debts he had run up trying to make his case. It was, for both of them, an unpleasant end to an appalling experience.


Meanwhile, the Home Office is under new leadership, having officially rid itself of the targets for removing people. It might be a good moment to consider in a little more detail what went wrong, and how it could treat long-standing, law-abiding people with such cruel and deaf disdain.


Parts of the answer are obvious. The Home Office has lost almost a quarter of its budget during the austerity years. Yes, there was also a deliberate policy to make life uncomfortable for illegal migrants – which, in practice, meant making life uncomfortable for legal ones too. Then there was the business of shredding landing cards from the 1960s, before demanding proof that people were unable to produce. Especially when, like Anthony Bryan, they had arrived as children travelling on their family passport.


We should not perhaps condemn the destruction of the cards in itself. Back in 1837, the government took a similar decision to clear the old wooden tally sticks representing government debt back to the Middle Ages. An enthusiastic functionary put them all in the parliamentary boiler, which overheated as a result and burned the place to the ground. You can’t, in other words, leave these things to mount up. What was a problem was demanding that people should prove their arrival when the evidence had been destroyed.


Neither was the real problem targets in themselves. Yes, there were tough targets for excluding people, just as there were targets for the processing of applications. But it was the way those processes were organised that we need to look at more closely.


It may have been no coincidence that Anthony Bryan ran into real difficulties in 2015, because that was when the immigration service took the decision to reorganise its IT system, and to make savings by removing some of the human teams that roved around seeking out potential injustices and putting them right. The Home Office are the truest believers in IT solutions in a civil service of true believers. It is one of the reasons so much money is made from central government by IT consultants for systems that work fitfully at best.


I should say at this point that – during a brief period working at the Cabinet Office in 2012–13 – I had a government computer that took ten minutes to turn on every morning, requiring ten password stages, four of which were never available. I could have bought a computer which turned on within seconds at any supermarket, but somehow the government had trussed itself up in a support agreement with its IT supplier (Fujitsu, in this case) which really benefited nobody but Fujitsu.


This is not a book written to spread scepticism about technology. Quite the reverse. But there are two problems with the Home Office approach to technology which go to the heart of the tick-box problem.


The first is that, as we shall see later in this book, if you try to make decisions about complicated people – and everyone is pretty complicated, let’s face it – using automated, IT or tickbox systems, then you find they don’t do it very well. Complicated, non-standard people – potentially most of us – get bounced around the system until officials manage to find a way of ducking the case and sending it on to somebody else.


Asylum case workers are anyway under pressure to label their cases as ‘non-straightforward’. This means those cases can simply be put aside so that staff have time to process visa applications, which earn money for the department – and for which, of course, there are targets too. In fact, in this simple example, we can begin to see how tickbox systems start to interact with money flows until it is difficult to disentangle them.


As a result of this, by March 2017 about half of all immigration applications had been designated as non-straightforward. This meant, for example, that even pregnant women were routinely expected to wait two years before their decisions were made. By then, only a quarter of non-straightforward cases had been reviewed. ‘Sometimes, they don’t even have time to read the applications properly,’ one whistleblower told the Guardian by the end of the year.13


The second problem is that human beings, at the moment – and they may always do – provide the very best way of dealing with complexity, especially when fine judgements or a whiff of humanity is required. Which is a problem when your managers don’t believe this and are under financial pressure to believe otherwise. One of the reasons the truest believers in IT solutions can be found at the Home Office is because it seems to provide a way out which will let them escape the other twin options – either failure, or confrontation with their political masters, neither of which are very attractive things with which to decorate your CV.


Another whistleblower emerged from the Family and Human Rights Unit, which decides visa applications for the husbands, wives and parents of British and European nationals. In a chronically understaffed department, with case workers expected to decide complicated applications after just a few weeks of training, it was hardly surprising that the whistleblower revealed that cases were being delayed by eighteen months by the end of 2017. There was a backlog of 49,000 cases – each one representing a family in agonies of indecision, their lives on hold, sometimes with illness or worse hanging over them.


But at least there was still a human being who was supposed to view them. The problem was that this was a period when eighty-five different immigration databases were in the process of being put onto the Cloud – where information is held on the internet, rather than on banks of computers in the Home Office – by Cap Gemini and Amazon Data Services. This project appears to have been delivered successfully enough for the consultants to win an IT award for it, stressing that it was about ‘allowing the department to take a more person-centric view of immigration applications’.14


This is rather a giveaway, and is clearly an attractive dream. But of course, decision-making software can only ever be as good as the system you embed in it. So don’t let us blame the IT system: the real problem – and there is a clue here about the treatment of Anthony Bryan and the other 850 Windrush Generation applicants threatened with deportation – is the tickbox system at the heart of it.


In fact, it is easy to imagine – since the two events coincided – that the Cloud project award reassured the department enough to abolish their fail-safe roving human teams. Either way, that is what happened. The teams would no longer be needed, or so they thought. And so it was that immigration officials came to believe you could automate humanity, when in fact their tickbox system of decision-making had already removed it. If you use a tickbox system to try to make a series of complex decisions about human beings in a consistent or objective manner, or to remove the human element, then in the end it hollows out your institution.


Fine to tick a box to order a pizza, or vote, or pay your council tax, or do anything simple and measurable – we do it every day. But if the element of human oversight is removed, or if complexity is replaced by a kind of fake simplicity, then common sense and a sense of humanity are both removed. If you add in targets – another critical element of tickbox – then that process will happen even faster.


That is how immigration officials came to persecute Anthony Bryan and others. The ubiquitous tickbox had replaced their brains: they paid attention to the over-simplified descriptions for each tickable box, and only that. If there was no box that said ‘exercise a little common sense, why don’t you’ (and there wasn’t), then they didn’t. They had only wanted to do good as individuals, but they reckoned without the tickbox process that hollowed them out as well.


By 2018, the immigration service was already forking out another £10 million to replace their 1995 Casework Information Database (CID) with a new tickbox system called Immigration Case Work, which would bring together their different databases.


This was just the latest attempt. The previous one, dating back to 2014 and called the Immigration Platform Technologies, had cost over £200 million by the end of 2017. Then there was the 2008 Immigration Case Work system, written off in 2014 at the cost of £347 million.15 By April 2018, ‘digital change managers’ were being recruited on a day rate of £1000. By this time, the old system was having outages as often as once an hour. We ought to feel a little for the human beings at the heart of this dysfunctional machine – applicants and staff alike.


Among the problems they found was that the CID had never been designed for immigration and so had no boxes for recording actual or potential legal challenges – which surely would have flagged up Anthony Bryan’s case as problematic. But instead of a human team, they organised a parallel database called Jira that would record anything with legal implications. It went live in 2016. Jira is used also by the Ministry of Justice and HMRC and is a definite improvement. It is made by the software provider Atlassian and is designed to encourage teams to work together and check each other’s work. The difficulty is that, when the first inspection took place in 2017, only the immediate team had access to Jira, which rather defeated the purpose.16


Still, it was immediately clear to Home Office managers that some kind of extra human intervention was going to be needed. They set up ‘virtual litigation teams’, which met every two months or so to review any cases that seemed likely to land them in the courts. In the following year, they also set up ‘detention review teams’ to oversee Jira.


The Home Office has never come up with a detailed explanation about why it detained Anthony Bryan and others like him, so we don’t know if he reached Jira at all. But we do know that one of the patterns that the review teams began to recognise was that the courts were backing entrepreneurs who had been refused indefinite leave to remain because of ‘discrepancies in the applicants’ financial returns to the Home Office and to HM Revenue and Customs’.


And here we find ourselves encountering another characteristic feature of tickbox systems. They don’t ask why there are discrepancies, or whose mistake it might be, because that would require human intervention and nobody has time for that. The mere fact that there is a disagreement is enough: in fact, the tickbox system adapts so that discrepancies indicate lies on behalf of the applicant. So, if the tax system or your bank makes a mistake, the Home Office assumes it was yours. They reduce the possibilities for multiple meanings. They reduce and curtail language. Soon, if you disagree with the bank or the taxman, it means you must be wrong. Off with his head – chuck him out!


Again, this goes some way towards explaining why a group of human beings, individually intelligent and humane, can still behave with such cruel stupidity. When things have the sheen of hyper-organisation, people are more likely to believe the rules that are in place are justified.


At least the victims of sat-navs have only themselves or their driver to blame; the immigration service ruins lives all around it. And you need have no doubts about its basic purpose – we clearly need restrictions on entry to the UK – to see that.
 

Tickbox does the job it is actually designed for very well indeed. It is intended to force staff to make no judgements of their own and to leave their consciences outside the door. It wasn’t me, they might have said – I just ticked the boxes. And when human beings turn themselves into machines – perhaps the strain would otherwise become impossible – well, that is what happens.


The all-seeing eye


It was the philosopher Jeremy Bentham’s brother Samuel who designed the notorious Panopticon. He had the idea of a circular factory where one overseer could watch, and therefore control, the whole workforce just by sitting at the centre. Jeremy imagined instead the same design working as a prison, where one warder could watch a whole floor just by sitting in the middle. Or, as he described it in 1798:




The prisoners in their cells, occupying the circumference – The officers in the centre. By blinds and other contrivances, the inspectors concealed … from the observation of the prisoners: hence the sentiment of a sort of omnipresence – The whole circuit reviewable with little, or if necessary without any, change of place. One station in the inspection part affording the most perfect view of every cell.17





Bentham himself persuaded the government to buy the site for a prison like this; it was located on the northern embankment of the Thames where Tate Britain now stands. But the Duke of Grosvenor objected to the presence of a penal institution so near his property and it was never built, much to Bentham’s rage. Even so, the idea is horribly modern: we don’t need the manager to sit at the heart of an organisation any more – all they need to do is look at the target data to get that slightly delusory feeling of omnipresence.


Delusory because, just as Bentham would not actually be able to see into the minds of the prisoners, the roomful of target data about schools at the Department for Education in Whitehall can really tell them nothing of what is actually going on in classrooms. Yet Bentham’s Panopticon has become a symbol of the apotheosis of tickbox. It is too simple to say that this is simply a strange philosophy that renders human beings, with all their intuition and judgement, into heartless machines. Nor is it just the way that our great institutions and hierarchies operate these days: by breaking skills, considerations or questions into their constituent parts and, by ticking boxes, providing the basic data needed to take decisions. Nor is it the way that IT now allows tickbox to take on a more sophisticated role, whereby the boxes provide the basic data that computers and cloud systems need to drive the machinery.


No, tickbox goes further than that. It represents the philosophy that human life would be better if all services, all government and all businesses could be run in this way, designed by a handful of programmers and maintained by a tinier elite who mind the machines of state – while the rest of us go shopping, lie on the beach or scrabble around for the next meal.


Tickbox is, in short, the great technocratic dream in which those who rule us have believed, at least until recently, but which they never debate in public. It is a dream of the huge IT behemoths, Google, Amazon and Facebook, who aspire to rule us.


Let’s start with the positive side. It is a dream that we might opt out of those flawed decisions, which carry so much bias or racism or sexism when human beings make them, and hand them over to the batteries of algorithms and apps which run the world – while we relax in the knowledge that the job will be done. You can see why they like the idea – and you can see also why the Home Office in particular buys into it – encouraged by the IT consultancies which can smell the potential profits.


The trouble is that it doesn’t work. Why doesn’t it work? Well, for lots of reasons, but three in particular.


First, because – as we have seen – tickbox systems don’t deal with variety very well. When you manage a range of people, then every other case will find you wishing there was another box to tick – for example, for the kinds of pretty conclusive evidence that Anthony Bryan was able to provide. Everyone has their particular issues and peculiarities, which a tickbox system will miss unless there are an infinite number of boxes to tick. Any tickbox system designed to manage people or human life in any way, or to process them, tends either to be ruinously expensive or to cost so much to run that it really isn’t worth it.


Think of tickbox decisions like trying to sum up a court case – a complex human story that is eventually summed up by a judge – all boiled down and reduced to one tick in a series of boxes. Court cases are too complex to be treated in this way.


The second reason follows on from this: most of life, and especially human life, is not actually black or white, tickable or not tickable, on or off, dead or alive. There are acres of grey space in between which we navigate using language.


For me that is the best explanation for what the immigration service did to Anthony Bryan, and why the Home Office managed to get itself tied into such knots that it detains a staggering 30,000 people a year in immigration detention centres, at huge cost (about £34,000 a year per detainee) – mainly, according to the Bar Council, for administrative convenience.18 In June 2017, about eighty of these people had been there for more than a year (the UK was the only EU country that imposed no limit on how long people could be held in this way). Because, when people are regarded as either illegal or legal, there is no room for shades of grey.


The third reason is linked to the way that language slips through the boxes, so to speak. The fluidity of language is exactly why Home Office managers want to run a less ambiguous system, which is perfectly understandable. So, like bureaucrats before and since, they choose numbers over words. They choose targets or key performance indicators, because these feel objective and hard-nosed.

OEBPS/images/9781408711866.jpg
@

David Boyle

Tickbox

How it is taking control of

O Our health

@/ IND How To FIHT BACK
AND How To FIHT B4k

‘Wonderfully subversive’ Guardian






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Tickbox

How it is taking control of

O Our money
O Our heatth
O Ourtves

@/ AND How To FIHT SRk
AW tow/ To FIHT bhck

David Boyle






