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Over the
past 6 months…



19 leaders from across Scotland’s third sector have been 
working and learning together to develop their knowledge, 
skills and vision for digital leadership 
 
Many started the process hoping to develop knowledge and 
skills to enable them to guide the development of social 
media strategies or websites.  
 
Having explored the opportunities and threats provided by 
new technology and the internet, they leave the process 
with a commitment to drive transformational change in their 
organisations to maximise their impact on individuals and 
communities. 
 
This document presents their call to action to create a digitally 
confident third sector in Scotland. 
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The story 
so far...
The digital revolution has already 
happened. 

New technology and the internet has 
changed the way we live our lives.

As a sector, have we evolved the 
way we deliver services to support 
individuals and communities? 



There is no disputing the scale of change that has taken place 
since the digital revolution. It has changed how we choose to 
communicate, learn, shop, bank, engage in discussion, get our 
news and be entertained. 

New technologies and the internet have enabled small 
businesses and entrepreneurs to challenge global 
corporations and traditional business models.  
 
Organisations across the public and private sectors are 
beginning to consider the how they can become more 
efficient, effective and responsive by taking advantage of new 
technologies and the internet. The third sector must also 
consider how it should adapt and evolve to maximise the 
opportunities, as well as minimise the risks. 

Adapting to a digital world is not simply about having a 
website, making an app or using social media effectively. It 
also goes beyond the opportunities provided by the internet 
for fundraising and marketing. 

The starting point must be people. We need to ask service 
users, beneficiaries, donors, funders and stakeholders how 
they want to interact with us in a digital world. We also need 
to understand how staff and volunteers can use technology to 
maximise their impact. 
 
This will then require us to challenge the status quo, redesign 
services and change the way we work. Such fundamental 
change can only be achieved through effective leadership.  
 
Leaders in the third sector do not need to be digital experts, 
but we do need to lead change which will enable our 
organisations to be fit-for-purpose in a digital world. 
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Doing things 
diff erently…
At the heart of digital evolution is the 
desire to do things diff erently. Ultimately 
to transform organisational practices.  
What this means will be diff erent in each 
of our organisations.  

The following themes emerged

Eff ective leadership
Digital culture
Service delivery
Data driven
Flexible technology  

Eff ective leadership is the starting point 
from which all the other themes fl ow 
and these are common ways we can be 
eff ective leaders in a digital world…



We need to explore:
	 The changed expectations of our service users, 			 

	 beneficiaries, trustees, donors, funders, stakeholders, 		
	 staff and volunteers in a digital world
	 New technology and tools available to support our work
	 New ways others are solving long standing problems

We need to adapt by:
	 Challenging the ‘way we’ve always done it’
	 Embedding digital across organisational strategy 
	 Delivering services digitally, where appropriate
	 Creating a culture that maximises digital opportunities
	 Being agile and responsive, using data to drive quick 		

	 decision making

We need to invest in:
	 Being curious, testing and learning; not simply to be 		

	 seen as innovative, but to deliver better services
	 Equipping people with the skills, equipment and 			 

	 resources to be effective in their roles
	 Shifting from old technologies and bespoke systems 		

	 to greater use of low-cost, off-the-shelf, cloud-based 		
	 applications

We need to collaborate by:
	 Sharing resources, skills and technology
	 Using open standards, open data and open source 			

	 platforms wherever possible

None of this is easy to do, particularly given the broader 
external challenges facing the sector. However, digital 
evolution does provide a rare opportunity to lower costs and 
be more efficient, at the same time as improving outcomes.
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The next step…
For leaders to work together to 
create a digitally confi dent third 
sector in Scotland.

We recognise that change will not happen 
overnight or without rethinking where 
investment is needed. Many organisations 
are just starting to respond to the 
opportunities presented by the internet 
and new technology. The distance to travel 
can feel vast. However, we must respond 
to these opportunities and develop 
confi dent leaders for a digital world.

We therefore call on three audiences 
to take specifi c actions that will make 
a signifi cant diff erence to the digital 
evolution of the third sector in Scotland. 
We believe these are achievable within 
one year and will provide the foundation 
for Scotland’s third sector to be world-
leading.  Our work here is beginning, 
we will monitor progress to these 
commitments openly and use them as a 
springboard for future years.



Charity trustees, chief executives and  
other third sector leaders

	 Ensure that you have the knowledge you need to drive 		
	 digital change and engage in networks to support your 		
	 professional development

	 Understand the digital skills of your staff, volunteers and 	
	 end users, and invest in training and support to develop 		
	 them.

OSCR
	 Encourage charities to recruit a trustee to their board 		

	 who understands digital and can support organisational 		
	 change.

	 Highlight best practice in digital adoption in charities to 		
	 inspire and motivate other organisations.

Funders
	 Make explicit statements about the importance of digital 	

	 and advocate for consideration of a digital approach in 		
	 the work you fund.

	 Train grants officers to understand how to assess and 		
	 evaluate digital initiatives.

SCVO will work in partnership with key stakeholders over the 
coming year to support the achievement of these actions, as 
part of its 2020 Digital Strategy.

Creating a Digitally Confident Third Sector in Scotland: A Call To Action 9



Acknowledgements…



Action Learning Set Members:

Dan Reynolds Bethany Christian Trust
Florence Burke Music in Hospitals
Heather McNaughton Castle Rock Edinvar
Jacqueline Hay Museums Galleries Scotland
Jacqui Taylor Lifelink
Jenny Paterson National Autistic Society
Julie Breslin Addaction
Karen Herbert CVS Falkirk
Lisa Cohen See Me
Margaret OConnor Art in Healthcare
Mary Allison Breast Cancer Now
Melodie Crumlin PEEK
Michelle Sweeny Fife Cultural Trust
Neil Clapperton Grampian Housing Association
Nicolas White Breast Cancer Care 
Nina Smith North Ayrshire CAB
Pandora Summerfield Down’s Syndrome Scotland
Shelagh Young Homestart UK
Thomas Lynch Dads Rock

Facilitator:  
Ross McCulloch Director Third Sector Lab and Be Good Be Social

The Action Learning Set was supported as part of the OneDigital 
Programme in Scotland, delivered by SCVO and funded by the Big 
Lottery Fund.

Web: digital.scvo.org.uk
Email: digital@scvo.org.uk
Twitter: @digiscot

Creating a Digitally Confident Third Sector in Scotland: A Call To Action 11



SCVO DIGITAL
Hayweight House
23 Lauriston Street
Edinburgh
EH3 9DQ

October 2016

© 2016 The Scottish Council for Voluntary Organisations (SCVO) is a Scottish Charitable 
Incorporated Organisation. Registration number SC003558.


