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Digital transformation in charities 

“Soon, having a digital strategy will seem as ridiculous as having 
an electricity strategy”. CEO Asthma UK 

Digital transformation and you 

I made a presentation at Sho-Net Systems’ “Digital transformation and you” 
seminar in October 2016, where I was asked to speak about how an 
organisation could assess its current position and begin to craft a vision for the 
future. 
 
I based my presentation around a self-assessment questionnaire I developed 
which involved 11 questions covering 4 “enablers” and 3 sets of “results”. A 
copy is appended. Here, I want to discuss each of those elements and explain 
some of the things charities can do to get more value out of the digital 
revolution. 
 
The questionnaire was based around a maturity model, so it can be used to 
identify not only a current position, but also to set goals for improvement.  

 
The 5 levels in the maturity model are: 
 

1. Initial - you’re not doing anything, not aware of the need to do 
anything (ignorance is bliss) 

2. Intent - you’ve started talking about digital transformation, but haven’t 
actually done anything yet  

3. Initiative - you’ve put a few actions in place, maybe started some 
projects and have started to label these as “digital initiatives” 

4. Intelligent - you’re seeing benefits and able to be more focused about 
what is needed and what will work for your organisation 

5. Inspiring - you are leading the way, seen as innovative and a disruptor 
in your segment because of the way digital is embedded in your 
strategy 
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The Enablers 

Leadership is, unsurprisingly, one of 
the key enablers. Who is accountable 
for “digital” in your charity? One my 
self-assessment, you get most points 
for the Chief Executive being 
accountable and no points if there is 
nobody accountable. At the 
“initiative” level of maturity, may 
organisations may appoint a Head of 
Digital. That’s fine, but you need to 
ensure the CEO really “gets it”. Is 
your CEO an active user of social 
media; does he/she tweet or blog and 
lead by digital example? 
 
When it comes to charities, Trustees are an important, but sometimes hard to 
engage group. There is limited time for discussion at Board meetings, so 
adding “digital” to the agenda, may be difficult. As a start, one of your 
Trustees could take the lead, or have a portfolio role for digital. Ideally, you 
will have at least one Trustee under the age of 30, for whom digital is a way of 
life and who can ask some challenging questions. 
 
Strategy is the next enabler. The ideal position is for “digital” to be embedded 
in your organisation’s strategy and not a separate entity. Those organisations 
just starting out may have an IT Strategy, but that is really just a small part of 
the digital transformation journey. As an initiative, creating a Digital Strategy 
might seem like a good idea, but it risks being separated from your overall 
Mission and charitable purpose. My favourite quote from the CEO of Asthma 
UK makes it clear: “Soon, having a Digital Strategy, will be as ridiculous as 
having an Electricity Strategy”. 
 
Linked to strategy is your organisation’s appetite for innovation. If you think 
innovation is little more than finding ways to be more efficient in these cost-
challenging times, then you are missing a big opportunity. The leading 
organisations probably have an R&D budget. They are probably also running 
innovation events where they bring people together to solve current problems. 
Hackathons, innovation labs and rapid improvement workshops are all great 
ways to come up with better ways to serve your beneficiaries as well as to 
improve internal efficiencies. 
 
People is the third enabler. In my presentation I talked about how 
organisations have, in recent years, identified the need to recruit and develop 
“T-shaped people”. These are people who have broad business/organisational 
skills, but also one deep area of technical skill (e.g. Fundraising, IT, HR, 
Marketing). However, the organisations leading the digital revolution are now 

looking for “Pi-shaped people” (Pi, as in  - 3.14159…).  
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Pi-shaped people have the broad set of skills and one deep technical skill, but 
their other deep skillset is in digital. They may be great at analytics, data 
handling, using a CMS, coding or other social media skills. They can combine 
all three skill sets to help your organisation transform digitally. So, if you are 
still recruiting people and asking for Office IT skills (Word, PowerPoint, 
Excel), you are missing the point. The role of HR is fundamental to enabling 
your organisation to transform digitally. Do they “get it”; are they comfortable 
with data; are they leading the way with the use of technology to support your 
charity’s talent? 
 
Process is my fourth enabler and includes the way you design, operate and 
improve all your processes. Inevitably, “process” also includes your approach 
to automation and the use of technology. In the old world, charities had 
separate, on-site, systems for HR, Finance, Fundraising. These are all business-
critical, but they may not talk to each other and they are almost certainly 
expensive (purchase costs, licences, support). In the worst cases, charities rely 
on Excel spreadsheets and bespoke Access databases to manage these 
processes. More mature charities have already made the move to cloud-based 
marketing, fundraising and donor management systems. The overhead cost is 
usually lower and you don’t need an IT Department to maintain them. 
 
At the leading edge of digital transformation, charities are using cloud-based 
systems for their business-critical process management and are drawing on a 
diverse ecosystem of Apps to meet specific needs. The key is to ensure they 
can all talk to each other to avoid duplication of data. Your finance system 
can/should interface to your fundraising system; your social media campaigns 
should be linked to your CRM system. Your staff, trustees and volunteers 
should be able to access your internal systems from anywhere (given the right 
levels of security access, of course). 
 
Gone are the days when “digital” meant refreshing your website, or simply 
making it more user-friendly. Have you looked at the Google Analytics data 
for visitors to your website? They probably show that most visits are made by 
users on mobile devices (smartphones or tablets). If your website isn’t 
optimised for these, Google will be penalising your site in searches and giving 
preference to mobile-optimised sites. Your newsletters also need to be 
optimised for mobile. 
 
Better analysis of social media traffic can provide deep insights into beneficiary 
needs and volunteer/donor behaviours. These insights should lead to more 
focused interventions and more targeted campaigns. 
 
There is plenty of scope for improving the efficiency of internal processes. 
Many of my consulting projects with charities start with mapping today’s 
processes to identify opportunities for improvement. Those might be 
efficiency opportunities, stripping out non-value activities) or automation 
opportunities that speed-up workflow and improve accuracy and timeliness.  
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My usual starting point is an overall business process model (see example 
below) from which we can “drill down” to describe the lower level processes 
and spot the opportunities. If you don’t have a process view of your charity, 
how will you identify where and when a more digital approach will add value 
for your external beneficiaries and your internal performance. 

 

 
 
Pushing the boundaries with new technology could include the use of Virtual 
Reality, Augmented Reality, 3D printing, Wearables, RFID or the Internet of 
Things. Is anyone in your charity looking at where and how any of these 
technologies could give you an edge? 
 
Some of the more obvious uses of technology include the development of 
mobile Apps for your donors/volunteers and/or beneficiaries. How many of 
them have smartphones/tablets? Could they access your services through an 
Apps? Donors are increasingly setting up their own fundraising pages 
(JustGiving, VirginMoneyGiving). 

The Results 

There are three areas in which a charity might 
expect to see improved performance as a result 
of its transformation to a more digitally enabled 
operating model: 
 

 Improved outcomes for beneficiaries, 
e.g. 

o Faster access to services 
o More service for the same, or lower cost 
o More flexibility and personal choice 

 Increased income generation (fundraising or grants), e.g. 
o Shorter lead times before funds are received 
o More big donations/grants or new sources of funds 
o More small donations, with a low overhead cost  
o More engagement of volunteers and donors 
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 Reduced operating costs 
o Less duplication of effort, re-keying and rework 
o Lower back office costs 
o More investment in beneficiary-focused investment 

 
Those organisations truly disrupting their sectors can expect to see results in all 
three areas and your strategy will determine their relative priorities and the 
approaches you decide to adopt. 
 
Today, the question is not just are you seeing improved results, but how 
quickly are you seeing them? The leading organisations will be adopting more 
agile approaches to innovating and implementing changes. “Try hard, fail fast” 
is a theme underpinning this approach to improvement. Multi-year, or even 
multi-month IT projects are no longer fit for purpose. 
 

 
 
When talking about digital disruption, I am reminded of an example from 
Hammer and Champy’s book, “Reengineering the Corporation”. They said 
there are three sorts of organisation: 
 

 Those who were driving down a road and have run into a brick wall 
 Those who are driving down a road and can see a brick wall looming in 

the distance  
 Those who are driving down a road and who can afford to stop to 

build a brick wall for someone else to drive into 

 
This still seems completely relevant in the world of digital transformation. 
Which of the three best describes your charity? 
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My track record 

I have been helping organisations in the private, public and third sectors to manage 
and improve their performance for over two decades. This has involved work to 
develop strategies, improve processes and implement new technologies. 

I am not wedded to a particular methodology. I help clients identify their 
improvement goals and then develop an approach to achieve these; invariably 
ensuring their people develop the skills to make further improvements themselves. 

I am also committed to providing pro bono support to charities and have done so 
since 2004, as part of what I call “ethical consulting”; my determination to put 
something back. 

Please contact me for more information about how I can help you to manage and 
improve your organisation’s performance. 

Ian J Seath, Director 

S I M P L Y ,  I M P R O V E M E N T …  
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Nobody is accountable for Digital 
Transformation in our organisation 

We have appointed a “Head 
of Digital”, reporting to the 

Chief Exec. 

Our Chief Exec is “Head of Digital” 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Our Trustees have discussed “digital” One of our Trustees is taking 
a lead on “Digital” 

At least one of our Trustees is under 30 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

We have an IT Strategy We have a well-defined 
Digital Strategy 

“Digital” is embedded in our 
Organisational Strategy 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

We have no need to innovate; we just 
need to improve the efficiency of 
current processes 

We have no R&D budget and 
outsource innovation to 
suppliers and partners 

We have an R&D budget and run 
innovation labs to help us transform our 
performance 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

When recruiting, we ask for “Office” IT 
skills because most of our processes 
depend on Word, Excel and 
PowerPoint 

When recruiting for marketing 
and fundraising posts we ask 
for social media & CMS skills 

When recruiting for all posts, we ask for 
data handling, analytics and social media 
skills 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

We have a few separate, business-
critical, on-site, IT systems for finance, 
HR, fundraising 

We have moved to cloud-
based marketing, fundraising 
and donor management 
systems 

We use a range of interconnected, 
cloud-based, Apps to enable our 
internal and external-facing processes 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Our approach to “digital” focuses on 
our making our website more attractive 
and user-friendly 

Our approach to “digital” 
focuses on our website and 
improving internal business 
processes 

Our approach to “digital” extends to 
emerging technologies such as VR, AR, 
3D printing, Wearables, RFID, IoT 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

There is no need for us to deliver 
services to our beneficiaries, online 

More of our existing services 
to beneficiaries  are being 
delivered online 

We are delivering new services to our 
beneficiaries online and through Apps 
and Mobile 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

We don’t believe digital technologies 
will disrupt our organisation, sector or 
beneficiaries 

Digital technologies are 
already disrupting our 
organisation, sector or 
beneficiaries 

We are adopting and adapting digital 
technologies to disrupt our organisation 
and sector, to create more impact for 
our beneficiaries 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

We are finding it hard to adapt to 
current challenges and economic 
pressures 

We are responding to today’s 
challenges, but change and 
transformation is slow 

We are able to be agile and to respond 
effectively to changing needs in 
challenging times 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Our costs are increasing and our 
income is reducing, making it harder to 
impact on our beneficiaries. 

Our approach to “digital” has 
improved efficiency and 
positively impacted on 
fundraising  

Our approach to “digital” has improved 
efficiency and positively impacted on 
fundraising and our beneficiaries  

 


